




























































































This	 is	 a	 story	 about	 female	 representations	 in	 contemporary	 advertising.	
Following	up	on	Rosalind	Gill’s	(2003;	2007;	2008)	critical	discussions	on	the	shift	
in	 contemporary	 advertising	 from	 the	 sexual	 object	 to	 the	 sexual	 subject,	 this	
endeavour	is	about	examining	female	sexual	agency	through	updated	versions	of	
the	midriff	by	 including	 feminist	consumer	responses.	The	aim	 is	 to	add	 to	 the	
existing	literature	as	well	as	to	expand	our	current	understanding	of	the	notion	
female	sexual	agency,	and	the	perspective	that	has	been	employed	is	based	on	a	
Poststructuralist	 Feminist	 framework.	 This	 perspective	 draws	 on	 the	 ideas	 of	
discourse,	language	and	subjectivity	in	order	to	understand	the	power	structures	
that	 dominate	 and	hinder	women	 in	 order	 to	 pinpoint	 different	 prospects	 and	
strategies	for	changing	the	status	quo.		
The	 empirical	 material,	 consisting	 of	 20	 interviews	 with	 a	 total	 of	 38	
women	divided	into	9	focus	groups	and	11	individual	 interviews,	was	analysed	
using	 a	 discourse	 analysis	 as	 put	 forth	 by	 Carla	 Willig	 (2013).	 The	 critical	
questions	were:	how	do	feminist	consumers	understand	and	discuss	female	sexual	
agency	 portrayed	 in	 contemporary	 adverts?	 Do	 they	 experience	 the	midriff	 as	












the	 wider	 discourses,	 the	 participants	 drew	 from	 various	 feminist	 discourses	
including	 notions	 of	 empowerment,	 postfeminism	 and	 second	 and	 third	 wave	
feminism,	 as	 well	 as	 from	 fairy	 tale	 discourses,	 and	 masculine	 discourses	 of	
violence	and	physical	strength;	exposing	that	power	is	still	viewed	as	gendered.	
Lastly,	 a	 model	 called	 the	 Female	 Sexual	 Agency	 Spiral,	 was	 developed	
based	on	the	results,	which,	in	a	poststructuralist	spirit,	showcases	that	meanings	
are	perpetually	shifting	and	never	static,	that	there	always	exists	both	ambiguity	
and	 tension,	 that	 dichotomies	 such	 as	 feminine	 vs.	 masculine	 need	 to	 be	 re-
thought,	and	that	there	indeed	is	no	general	truth	regarding	female	sexual	agency.		
	











EPIPHANY AND GRATITUDE 
	
It	was	almost	ten	years	ago	now	since	I	happened	upon	a	video	on	YouTube	that	












Advertising,	my	 then	 and	 current	 supervisor,	 Peter	 Zackariasson	 asked	me,	 or	





have	been	a	part	of	 this	 journey	with	me.	For	all	 your	positive,	 thoughtful	 and	
valuable	support,	feedback	and	push,	I	greatly	and	truly	Thank	you.		
Andy	Prothero,	as	my	opponent	at	the	final	internal	seminar,	I	am	forever	
grateful	 for	 your	 precious	 and	 on-point	 thoughts	 and	 feedback.	 Your	
encouragement	gave	me	the	final	push	and	inspiration	to	see	this	through	as	best	
as	I	possibly	could.	Forever	and	always,	Thank	you	kindly.		
To	 the	 faculty	 at	 Handels,	 especially	 in	 the	 department	 of	 Business	
Administration,	 thank	 you	 for	 the	 chance	 and	 opportunity	 of	 a	 lifetime,	









to!)	 Hanna	 Borgblad,	 Anna	 Grzelec,	 Robin	 Bankel,	 Misty	 Rawls,	 Ileyha	 Dagalp,	







more;	 Thank	 you	 for	 all	 the	 writing	 bubbles,	 theoretical	 as	 well	 as	 absurd	
discussions,	all	the	laughter,	all	the	inside	jokes	(Daniels,	you	know	who	you	are!),	
for	 all	 the	 ugly-dances,	 drinks	 and	 dinners,	 all	 the	 comraderies	 and	 support.	
Seriously,	Thank	you	PhD	peeps.	
A	special	thanks	also	to	all	the	faculty	and	brilliant	academics	at	various	
universities	 around	 the	world	who	 I’ve	 had	 the	 honour	 of	meeting,	 who	 have	
provided	me	with	their	thoughts	and	feedback	at	various	courses	and	conferences;	
Lauren	 Gurrieri,	 Pauline	 Maclaran,	 Wendy	 Hein,	 Ann-Marie	 Kennedy,	 Olga	
Kravets,	 Susan	 Dobscha,	 Jenna	 Drenten,	 Shelagh	 Ferguson	 and	 so	many	many	
more.	The	world	needs	your	hard	work	and	insights,	Thank	you.		
I	 cannot	 even	 begin	 to	 thank	 all	 of	 my	 lovely	 participants	 enough	 for	
agreeing	 to	be	 interviewed,	 for	 sharing	your	 thoughts,	 feelings,	 frustration	and	
imagination.	Thank	you	forever	and	more,	for	all	your	invaluable	words,	insights,	
as	well	as	your	laughter	and	sincerity.	You	are	all	my	muses,	Thank	you.	
To	my	dear	 and	 lovely	 friends	who	have	 supported	 and	 cheered	me	on	
during	 these	 past	 five	 years,	 thank	 you	 so	 darn	 much.	 To	 name	 a	 few:	 Linda	
Svensson,	Charlotte	Nystrand,	Jonatan	Thomasson,	Camilla	Tornberg,	Madeleine	
Andersson,	Ruth	Mussie,	Shadi	Shafiee,	Elina	Kronkvist,	Victoria	Carlsson,	Anders	
Lagerfors,	 Tobias	 Jobring,	 Kristoffer	 Örnerfeldt,	 Madeleine	 Larsson,	 Luke	
Goodwin,	 Patrik	 Forsell,	 Mike	 Stoen,	 Lotta	 Notfjäll,	 Sam	 Keshavarzi,	 Amanda	





where	 would	 I	 be	 without	 you?	 Without	 my	 mom’s	 willpower,	 ambition	 and	



















































































































































As	 many	 stories	 go,	 this	 one	 is	 full	 of	 intrigue,	 sex,	 violence,	 power,	 money,	
degradation,	humanity,	and	perhaps,	even	hope.	It	is	a	story	about	a	category	of	






The	 category	 of	women	 is	 an	 interesting	 category	 of	 people	 to	 regard,	
seeing	as	they	have,	for	so	long,	been	kept	out	of	the	spotlights	that	matter,	while	
at	 the	same	time	being	put	on	display	 for	hungry	eyes	 to	gaze	and	gawk	at.	To	









































in	#mycalvins”	 printed	 on	 it.	 These	words	 sounded	 rather	 empowering	 at	 first	
glance:	taking	control	of	one’s	own	life,	feeling	confident	in	one’s	clothes.	But	alas,	
these	words	were	also	accompanied	by	an	image.	This	image	illustrated	a	young	











(2006,	 174),	 been	 coupled	 with	 a	 “western	 consumerist	 lifestyle	 ideology	 by	
placing	 it	 within	 a	 fictional	 lifestyle	 space	 with	 an	 emphasis	 on	 display	 and	
performance”.	Thus,	they	claimed	that	the	agency	being	represented	by	women	
having	and	actively	pursuing	 their	 sexual	desires	 is	not	necessarily	 compatible	
with	the	“real	world”	but	instead	can	be	signified	through	consumer	choices	and	
products.	For	 instance,	a	pair	of	Calvin	Klein	 jeans.	Therefore,	according	 to	 the	
authors,	 women’s	 issues	 of	 freedom	 and	 choices	 are	 interconnected	 with	 the	
signifiers	 of	 sexuality	 and	 lifestyle,	 but	 they	 are	 not	 connected	with	 the	 socio-
political	realities	of	their	lives:	“If	women	are	primarily	represented	as	acting	on	
the	 world,	 around	 the	 world,	 through	 their	 sexuality,	 then	 ultimately	 this	 is	
disempowerment,	not	freedom”	(Machin	and	Thornborrow	2006,	174).	
Following	up	on	Rosalind	Gill’s	(2003;	2007;	2008)	critical	discussions	on	








through	updated	versions	of	 the	midriff	 (the	midriff	 figure	as	described	by	Gill	
(2008)	is	a	young,	attractive	and	sexually	active	woman	who	is	always	up	for	it,	
more	 on	 the	 midriff	 later	 on	 in	 this	 story)	 by	 including	 feminist	 consumer	
responses.	 Thus,	 female	 sexual	 agency	 as	 a	 discourse	 mediated	 through	
advertising	 is	 at	 the	 core	 of	 this	 story.	 The	 ads	 that	 have	 been	 selected	 for	
examination	belong	to	the	(post)feminist	era;	a	discourse	where	advertisers	have	
learned	 and	 incorporated	 the	 feminist	 signs	 of	 the	 time,	 such	 as	 integrating	





In	 this	 postfeminist	 era,	 it	 certainly	 does	 seem	 as	 if	 women	 may	 be	
empowered	by	everything	they	do,	as	an	article	in	the	satirical	news	journal	The	
Onion	(2003)	so	poignantly	claimed:	"From	what	she	eats	for	breakfast	to	the	way	
she	 cleans	 her	 home,	 today's	 woman	 lives	 in	 a	 state	 of	 near-constant	






we’re	worth	 it	 ladies!).	 In	 fact,	 as	 Gill	 (2008,	 36)	 claimed,	 such	 advertising	 has	
basically	 become	 standard	 within	 postfeminist	 societies	 where	 “women	 are	









women	 and	 thus	 in	 some	 sense	 also	 empowerment;	 as	 far	 as	 having	 agency	
requires	 empowerment	 at	 some	 level.	 What	 it	 does	 not	 imply	 is	 any	 critical	
objections	 towards	 the	 use	 of	 sexuality	 for	 purposes	 other	 than	 sex.	 In	 other	
words,	 exploiting	 one’s	 sexuality	 to	 gain	 power,	 agency,	 empowerment	 or	 any	
such	notion	that	various	forms	of	feminism	revolves	around,	is	unchallenged	and	
seemingly	without	any	consequences	in	these	types	of	ads;	as	if	any	woman	may	
simply	use	her	 sexuality	 to	gain	 something	without	any	 repercussions	what	 so	
ever.	This	idea	also	assumes	that	sexual	power	is	“freely	available”	for	all	women	
to	 enact	 or	 consume,	 as	 if	 they	 inertly	 had	 an	 “on-switch”	 for	 unleashing	 their	





(2015),	 the	 sexualisation	 of	 commodities	 has	 been	 brought	 forth	 by,	 among	








are	 missing	 links	 here,	 or	 gaps,	 between	 these	 “updated”	 versions	 of	 female	
representation	 in	 advertising,	 and	 how	 they	 are	 received,	 understood	 and	
interpreted	by	the	consumers	that	they	are	intended	for.	Therefore,	in	this	story	









contemporary	 adverts?	 Do	 they	 experience	 the	 midriff	 as	 having	 any	 agency,	





update	of	 the	sex	object,	but	 the	 interesting	point	 to	discern	 through	the	above	




tell	a	 story	about	 female	 sexual	agency	 in	contemporary	advertising	 in	 the	 first	
place?	What	could	possibly	be	so	fascinating,	so	problematic,	so	intriguing	with	







to	 a	 single	 problem	with	 a	 simple	 solution.	 Sexism	 is	 an	 institution.	 It	 resides	





































to	 do	 is	 critically	 examining	 a	 phenomenon	 (female	 sexual	 agency)	 within	 a	
pervasive	 institution	 (advertising)	 by	 incorporating	 the	 ideological	 context	
(feminism)	which	 the	phenomenon	 is	borrowing	 from,	 in	order	 to	broaden	 the	
understanding	about	the	phenomenon,	ascertain	some	possible	implications	this	




But	 instead	 of	 going	 along	 the	 traditional	 academic	 route,	 this	 dissertation	 is	
framed	as	a	story.	Because	the	road	to	equality	is	a	journey,	a	quest.	Because	in	
order	to	understand	female	sexual	agency	in	contemporary	advertising,	one	must	
first	 understand	 feminism	 and	 advertising,	 one	 must	 follow	 the	 breadcrumbs	
along	the	path	that	has	led	up	to	this	specific	point	in	this	specific	time	and	place.	
It	is	framed	as	a	story	because	stories	are	important	to	us,	because	we	tell	each	
other	 and	 ourselves	 stories	 every	 day.	 Because	 storytelling	 allows	 for	 a	 more	
colourful	usage	of	language,	which,	arguably,	is	helpful	when	dealing	with	tough	






in	 contemporary	 advertising	 cannot	 be	 properly	 understood	 and	 analysed	
without	 first	 being	 contextualised	 historically,	 ideologically	 and	 socially.	 In	 a	
poststructuralist	spirit,	in	order	to	understand	the	phenomenon	of	female	sexual	



















Feminism, or:  









The waves of feminism 
For	all	intents	and	purposes,	it	began	with	a	wave:	the	first	wave	of	feminism.	This	
wave	marked	the	beginning	of	the	end	of	patriarchy;	or	at	least,	that	was	the	main	




to	be	 in	without	male	surveillance	and	escort.	During	 this	 time,	marketing	was	
seen	as	a	positive	tool	able	to	assist	 in	spreading	their	propaganda	and	gaining	
publicity	for	their	movement	(Scott	2005),	however,	as	we	shall	see	later	on,	the	
relationship	 between	marketing	 and	 feminism	would	 drastically	 change	 in	 the	
decades	to	come.		
In	 the	 late	1800’s	and	 throughout	 the	1900’s,	 the	Suffragette	movement	



























women’s	 bodies	 and	 desires	 were	 being	 manipulated	 to	 serve	 the	 patriarchal	
market,	 “especially	 in	 relation	 to	 advertising	 images	 and	 confining	 women	 to	
(subservient)	domestic	roles	as	wives	and	mothers”	(Maclaran	2015,	1733).	Due	
to	 their	 relentlessness	 (nag,	 nag,	 nag),	 the	 advertising	 industry	 did	 begin	 to	




other	 systems	 of	 oppression.	 With	 Judith	 Butler	 paving	 the	 way	 with	 Gender	
Trouble	 (1990),	 this	 poststructuralist	 gender	 theory	 put	 forth	 ideas	 regarding	




said	 to	 be	 embracing	 sexuality	 and	 viewing	 sex	 as	 power	 (Zimmerman	 and	
Dahlberg	2008).		
During	 this	 time,	 new	 marketing	 opportunities	 were	 discovered	 much	
thanks	 to	 the	 feminist	 movement	 opening	 up	 for	 a	 cultural	 turn	 proclaiming	
identity	 politics	 and	questioning	 the	binary	understanding	 of	women	 and	men:	
“Identities	became	bought	and	sold	in	a	marketplace	that	increasingly	promoted	
the	‘pink	pound’	and	female	empowerment	alongside	a	plethora	of	other	lifestyle	
masculinities	 and	 femininities”	 (Maclaran	 2015,	 1733).	 However,	 the	 feminist	




































speak	of	 feminisms	 seeing	as	 feminists	may	categorise	and	position	 themselves	
very	 differently,	 some	 examples	 including:	 radical	 feminism	 (e.g.	 Shulamith	
Firestone	1970;	Atkinson,	2000/[1969]),	Marxist	feminism	(e.g.	Margaret	Benston	
1969;	Peggy	Morton	1970),	intersectional	feminism	(e.g.	bell	hooks	1982;	Kimberlé	
Crenshaw	1989),	 liberal	 feminism	 (e.g.	Betty	 Friedan	1963;	Naomi	Wolf	 1991),	
poststructuralist	 (or	 postmodernist)	 feminism	 (e.g.	 Judith	Butler	1990;	Mary	 Joe	
Frug	1992).	However,	what	they	all	agree	on	is	the	fact	that	the	category	of	women	




It	 is	 a	 politics	 directed	 at	 changing	 existing	 power	 relations	 between	
women	and	men	in	society.	These	power	relations	structure	all	areas	of	







more	 they	 have	 identified	 the	 inadequacies	 of	 mainstream	 philosophy	 and	

















and	 culture,	 a	 significant	 and	 supported	 reason	 for	 this	 may	 be	 found	 in	
philosophy;	namely,	how	philosophers	(originally	male)	dichotomised	female	and	
male.	 Going	 back	 to	 Plato	 and	 through	 to	 Hegel,	 Descartes,	 Marx	 and	 others,	
philosophers	 have	 found	 it	 useful	 when	 explaining	 and	 analysing	 the	 human	
condition	 to	 make	 use	 of	 dualisms	 or	 dichotomous	 categories	 such	 as	









Going	back	 to	knowledge	 then,	 feminists	 thus	argue	 that	 seeing	as	male	
values	have	been	privileged,	these	are	then	reflected	in	knowledge	and	knowledge	
production;	as	the	dominant	worldview	in	Academia	has	been	traditionally	male,	
it	 thus	 stands	 to	 reason	 that	 this	 gendering	 of	 knowledge	 is	 something	worth	
exposing,	 discussing	 and	 rethinking.	 Feminist	 philosophy	 has	 therefore	 been	
influential	within	the	world	of	Academia,	highlighting	and	analysing	this	gendered	
sphere	that	which	previously	was	assumed	as	“neutral”.	
The Self, Subjectivity and Agency 
As	we	have	seen,	women	have	throughout	history	been	defined	as	the	opposite	of	
men,	or	as	Simone	de	Beauvoir	 (1949)	claimed	as	 the	 “Other”.	To	be	 in	 such	a	
position	 is	 to	 be	 a	 non-subject,	 a	 non-agent,	 and	 it	 is	 thus	 not	 surprising	 that	
women’s	selfhood	has	been	diminished,	belittled,	cast	aside	and	even	denied	in	
societies	 through	 customary	 practices,	 stereotypes,	 institutions	 and	 laws.	 In	
Western	 philosophy	 the	 paradigm	 of	 the	 self	 has	 been	 derived	 from	 the	
experiences	 of	 a	 primarily	 white,	 heterosexual	 and	 economically	 advantaged	
male.	Individuals	who	have	resided	in	this	category	have	thus	exercised	economic,	




feminist	 philosophy	 been	 approached	 in	 three	 main	 ways,	 by:	 critiquing	 the	
dominant	 western	 notions	 of	 the	 self,	 reclaiming	 female	 identities	 and	 lastly	















Kantian	 ethical	 subject	who	 by	 reason	wants	 to	 transcend	 cultural	 norms	 and	
unearth	absolute	moral	truth.	However,	both	these	views	minimise	the	ethical	and	





race,	 gender,	 class,	 age,	 sexual	 orientation,	 ethnicity,	 ability	 and	 so	 on.	
Additionally,	the	complexity	of	the	inner	“world”	filled	with	fears,	hopes,	dreams,	
desires	and	fantasies	are	also	rejected.	The	rational	self	then	is	seemingly	a	subject	






are	 other	 forces	 such	 as	 socio-economic,	 biosocial	 etc.	 that	 organise	 the	
multifaceted	self.	This	acknowledgement	is	not	about	devaluing	the	self,	but	rather	






like	 a	 red	 serpent-like	 thread,	 been	 tying	 and	 connecting	 the	 fabric	 of	 our	
misogynist	heritage	and	existence,	and	therefore	it	cannot	be	undone	simply	by	
promoting	 equal	 rights	 for	 women.	 Seeing	 as	 the	 very	 notions	 of	 the	 self	 are	
gendered;	 mind	 and	 reason	 being	 coded	 as	 masculine,	 body	 and	 emotion	 as	
feminine	(Irigaray	1985a;	Lloyd	1992),	by	recognising	the	self	with	the	rational	
mind	therefore	means	to	masculinise	 the	self.	By	this	 logic,	 feminine	selves	are	
necessarily	 deficient,	 although	 not	 entirely	 devoid	 of	 rational	 will,	 they	 only	
resemble	men	and	thus	imitate	and	approximate	a	masculine	archetype.		
	 In	Anglo-European	and	American	law	(up	until	well	into	the	19th	century),	
the	 cancellation	 of	 women’s	 selfhood	 was	 once	 overtly	 codified	 by	 forcing	 a	





























rulings	 still	 reflect	 the	 old-fashioned	denial	 of	women’s	 selfhood.	 For	 instance,	
there	 are	 still	 cases	 where	 courts	 have	 forced	 pregnant	 women	 to	 undergo	






this	 sentence,	 several	 abortion	bans	have	 flourished	 in	 the	USA.	 In	 the	 state	of	
Alabama,	where	the	most	restrictive	law	has	been	passed,	the	ban	will	take	effect	









instead	 encourage	 to	 “be	 a	man”.	While	 for	 girls	 and	women,	 being	 boyish	 or	
incorporate	male	traits	is	rather	a	compliment	and	doing	something	unfeminine	
is	commented	as	a	surprise	because	“for	a	girl,	you	sure	are	good	at	that”.		
	 Feminists	 challenge	 the	 self	 as	 immune	 to	 social	 influences	 seeing	 as	
individuals	are	born	and	grow	up	into	social	environments,	not	in	a	void.	These	









cultural	 norms	 may	 value	 tolerance	 and	 equality,	 they	 nevertheless	 still	
communicate	messages	through	for	instance	stereotypes	about	the	subordinated	
social	groups	and	their	inferiority.	Therefore,	individuals	will	be	coloured	by	these	





and	 secondly	 as	 a	moral	 subject,	 the	 self	 should	 not	 be	 reduced	 to	merely	 the	
capacity	of	reason.		
	 Feminist	 thinkers	 such	 as	 Lucy	 Irigaray	have	 challenged	 the	patriarchal	
notion	 of	 homo	 economicus	 by	 highlighting	 the	 mother-child	 dyad:	 as	 an	
independent	 utilitarian	 self,	 homo	 economicus	 is	 conceived	 as	 sufficient	 unto	
itself,	a	conception	that	completely	disregards	the	fact	that	the	self	was	born	and	
raised	by	others,	as	if	it	had	just	materialised	into	this	world	on	its	own	with	a	little	
basic	 starter	 kit	 to	 get	 it	 going.	 In	 this	 perception,	mothers	 and	 caregivers	 are	
completely	disregarded	(Irigaray	1985a;	Code	1987;	Kittay	1999;	Willett	2001;	








	 Further	 feminist	 critique	 is	 the	 failure	 to	 account	 for	 internalised	
oppressions	 and	 processes	 of	 overcoming	 them:	 for	 (many)	 women,	 lowering	
one’s	 ambitions	 and	 aspirations	 and	 embracing	 gender-compliant	 goals	 is	 an	
everyday	 reality	 (Irigaray	1985a;	Bartky	1990;	Cudd	2006).	 Such	practices	are	
argued	as	being	 the	 internalisation	of	patriarchal	values	and	goals;	 in	 this	way	
women	may	unconsciously	contribute	to	their	own	oppression.	These	internalised	
oppressions,	after	getting	embedded	in	the	psyche,	condition	the	desires,	which	in	





















change	 over	 time,	 in	 poststructuralist	 thought	 it	 is	 sought	 to	 understand	 how	
people	presently	understand	those	concepts.	Take	for	instance	Michel	Foucault’s	
Madness	 and	 Civilization	 (1989)	 where	 he	 examined	 the	 evolving	 meaning	 of	













and	 rhythms.	 According	 to	 Kristeva	 (1984,	 93),	 all	 discourse	 contains	 and	
combines	 elements	 of	 both	 these	 dimensions;	meaning	may	 only	 be	 produced	
when	 the	 symbolic	 meets	 the	 semiotic:	 “Because	 the	 subject	 is	 always	 both	
semiotic	and	symbolic,	no	signifying	system	he	[or	she,	or	they]	produces	can	be	
either	‘exclusively’	semiotic	or	‘exclusively’	symbolic,	and	it	is	instead	necessarily	
marked	by	an	 indebtness	 to	both.”	Therefore,	 language	and	all	 comprehensible	
utterances	require	and	rely	on	both	the	semiotic,	seeing	as	without	 it	 language	













significant	 ethical	 potential,	 and	 being	 linked	 to	 the	 feminine,	 Kristeva	 thus	












	 However,	 other	 poststructuralist	 thinkers	 such	 as	 Butler	 have	 criticised	





claimed	 that	 questions	 such	 as	 “who	 am	 I?”	 or	 “what	 am	 I	 like?”	 are	 merely	
illusions	seeing	as	her	view	of	the	self	is	that	of	an	unstable	discursive	node.	Her	
theory	of	 the	 sexed/gendered	 identity	 as	being	performative,	 a	 corporeal	 style	
based	 on	 imitation	 and	 reiterated	 enactments	 of	 pervasive	 norms	 will	 be	
examined	 in	 more	 detail	 further	 on.	 However,	 in	 regards	 to	 the	 self	 and	
subjectivity,	Butler	(1997,	2)	argued	that	subjects	may	occupy	different	and	often	
also	conflicting	positions	due	to	the	process	of	subjectivity	taking	place	within	a	















she	 calls	 the	 heterosexual	 matrix	 and	 the	 enactments	 of	 comprehensible	
femininities	and	masculinities	that	are	established	by	the	matrix.			
When	it	comes	to	the	notion	of	agency,	i.e.	to	what	extent	an	individual	has	
freedom	of	 choice,	 there	are	opposing	views	of	 subjectivity	 at	 the	 core	of	 such	
















poststructuralist	 view,	 the	 notion	 of	 conventional	 liberation	 is	 not	 possible,	
instead	 new	power	 relations	 and	 discursive	 hegemonies	 are	made	 possible	 by	
liberations.	 Furthermore,	 poststructuralism	 discards	 the	 idea	 of	 unconstrained	
agency	 as	 “free	 choice”	 seeing	 as	 rebelling	 against	 norms	 and	 agency	 are	 only	
achievable	 within	 the	 boundaries	 of	 discursive	 possibilities.	 These	 in	 turn	 are	
decided	based	on	the	process	of	subjectification	and	the	subject	positions	that	are	
made	available	through	this	process;	a	process	which	is	also	perceived	as	being	




tool	 lying	 there.”	Thus,	depending	on	our	 subject	positions,	we	are	 “allowed”	a	
certain	 space	 and	 certain	 “tools”	 seeing	 as	we	 can	 interpret	 certain	 aspects	 of	
subjectivity	–	those	that	call	to	us	via	social	signification	–	with	more	ease	than	
others	 that	 do	not	 resonate	 through	 recognition	 (Munt	1998).	 Therefore,	 for	 a	
female	subject	it	is	easier,	more	logical	and	rational,	to	make	choices	that	match	
feminine	 ideals,	 the	 same	being	 true	 regarding	male	 subjects	and	 their	 choices	
aligning	with	masculine	ideals.		







































Butler	 (1990)	was	 the	 one	who	 developed	 the	 idea	 that	 femininity	 and	
masculinity	 exists	 in	 various	 forms	 and	 that	 each	 is	 attached	 to	 certain	 social	
institutions	and	roles.	She	claimed	that	regulatory	practices	govern	gender,	and	
thus	what	make	us	gendered	are	the	practices	that	we	engage	in.	A	practice	can	in	
this	 case	 be	 any	 social	 activity,	 be	 it	 playing	 a	 game	 or	 standing	 in	 line	 at	 the	
grocery	 store,	 and	 according	 to	 Butler	 (1990)	 we	 are	 both	 encouraged	 and	
constrained	 to	 partake	 in	 various	 practices	 due	 to	 norms,	 which	 are	 socially	
instituted	and	maintained.	Therefore,	we	are	regulated	by	these	practices	and	by	
doing	 certain	 conventional	 activities	we	 become	 gendered.	 Furthermore,	 these	
practices	 are	not	practiced	 in	 a	 conscious	or	 reflexive	manner,	 rather	 they	 are	
bodily	 habits;	 by	 talking,	 walking,	 doing	 things	 in	 specific	 ways,	 dressing	 in	 a	
certain	manner	 or	 styling	 oneself	 in	 a	 particular	way,	we	 become	 feminine	 or	
masculine.	According	to	Butler	(1990)	gender	is	not	something	one	has	but	rather	
something	 that	one	does.	However,	 even	 though	 it	 is	 these	engagements	 in	 the	
specific	practices	 that	gender	us,	 it	 is	not	possible	 to	simply	stop	engaging	and	
instead	do	 things	entirely	differently	due	 to	 the	 constraining	 social	norms	 that	
exist,	which	are	upheld	by	other	people	as	well	as	institutions.	These	norms	then	
are	 constantly	 compelling	 us	 to	 partake	 in	 certain	 practices	 that	 relate	 to	 one	








(1988,	528)	argued	 that	gender	 is	made	 to	conform	to	a	 standard	of	 truth	and	















applicable	 to	 their	gender,	but	also	 identify	and	see	 themselves	as	 that	specific	
gender	(Stone	2007).		







was	 emphasising	 a	 distinction	 between	 sex	 and	 gender:	 sex	 being	 a	 biological	




this	 as	 a	 sustained	 and	 repeated	 corporeal	 project”	 (Butler	 1988,	 522).	 She	
questioned	the	notion	of	certain	gendered	behaviours	being	natural	and	instead	
demonstrated	that	these	learned	behaviours	that	we	associate	with	femininity	and	
masculinity	 are	 in	 fact	 acts,	 or	 performances,	 that	 are	 enforced	 by	 normative	
heterosexuality	(Butler	1988).	Moreover,	Butler	(1988)	questioned	the	range	to	
which	one	may	assume	that	an	individual	can	constitute	her-	or	himself	and	asked	






acts.	The	genders	of	woman	and	man	are	 therefore,	according	 to	Butler	 (1990,	











all	 of	 which	 investigate	 how	 social	 reality	 is	 constantly	 produced	 and	 not	 an	
absolute.	 Deriving	 from	 anthropologist	 Victor	 Turner,	 Butler	 (1988)	 explained	
how	gender	is	an	act	seeing	as,	according	to	Turner,	social	action	necessitates	a	












also	becomes	 instantly	public.	However,	 as	 a	 public	 action,	 gender	 is	 neither	 a	
radical	choice	made	by	individuals,	nor	is	it	imposed	upon	the	individual;	the	body	
is	 not	 passively	 scripted	 with	 cultural	 codes,	 she	 claimed;	 “but	 neither	 do	
embodied	 selves	 pre-exist	 the	 cultural	 conventions	 which	 essentially	 signify	







instead,	 the	 actual	 act	 of	 performing	 gender	 is	 what	 establishes	 who	 we	 are.	
Therefore,	 the	 identity	 itself	 is	 a	 kind	 of	 illusion	 that	 is	 created	 by	 the	
performances	 we	 make	 retroactively,	 and	 the	 illusion	 is	 according	 to	 Butler	
(1988)	 both	 compelling	 and	 also	 an	 object	 of	 belief.	 This	 belief	 in	 differences	
between	 genders,	 in	 stable	 identities,	 is	 then	 compelled	 by	 taboos	 and	 social	



















necessary	 and	 real.	However,	 they	 are	 still	 artificial.	 But	 even	 though	 they	 are	
artificial,	the	performance	of	gender	norms	still	has	real	consequences,	this	also	
includes	 the	 formation	 of	 our	 own	 sense	 of	 subjectivity,	 which	 itself	 is	 also	










is	 rather	 something	 that	 is	 retroactively	 constructed;	 created	 through	 the	
performances	 of	 social	 convention.	 Gender	 is	 thus	 understood	 as	 a	 “corporeal	




As	 a	 consequence,	 gender	 cannot	 be	 understood	 as	 a	 role	which	 either	
expresses	or	disguises	an	interior	'self,'	whether	that	'self'	is	conceived	as	
sexed	 or	 not.	 As	 performance	which	 is	 performative,	 gender	 is	 an	 'act,'	





which	 to	 describe	 and	 discuss	 what	 they	 saw	 in	 societies:	 how	 women	 are	
rendered	 subservient,	 expected	 to	 act	 submissively	 and	 therefore	 becoming	
subordinate	to	men	in	many	ways	(Stone	2007).	Yet,	what	the	concept	of	gender	
does	not	explain	is	why:	Why	is	it	that	in	almost	all	societies	gender	roles	have	a	




When	 talking	 about	 feminism	 and	 power,	 one	 is	 perhaps	 instantly	 drawn	 to	
Foucault,	seeing	as	his	theory	of	power	has	been	a	great	inspiration	and	starting	
point	 for	 many	 feminist	 works	 (e.g.	 Bartky	 1990;	 Diamond	 &	 Quinby	 1988;	
Sawicki	1991).	Foucault	(1976a)	argued	that	power,	in	modern	societies,	is	less	
visible	 than	 before	 as	 well	 as	 spread	 across	 a	 variety	 of	 institutions	 such	 as:	

































wishes,	 with	 the	 techniques,	 the	 speed	 and	 the	 efficiency	 that	 one	








exact	 and	 firm	 control	 would	 not	 be	 possible	 to	 uphold	 without	 constant	
surveillance.	Foucault	was	 inspired	by	Bentham’s	Panopticon:	 the	model	prison	
design,	which	captured	the	very	essence	of	the	modern	and	disciplinary	society.	




to	 communicate	with	 fellow	 inmates.	 Each	 inmate	would	 be	 constantly	 visible	
from	the	tower,	but	would	not	be	able	to	see	the	guard	themselves.	This	would	in	
turn	 “induce	 in	 the	 inmate	 a	 state	 of	 conscious	 and	 permanent	 visibility	 that	
assures	the	automatic	functioning	of	power”	(Foucault	1979,	201),	in	other	words:	
All	 inmates	 become	 their	 own	 jailors	 seeing	 as	 “the	 mere	 possibility	 of	 being	
monitored,	even	in	the	absence	of	any	guard,	creates	internalized	habitual	modes	


















and	 produces	 things,	 it	 induces	 pleasure,	 forms	 knowledge,	 produces	
discourse.	It	needs	to	be	considered	as	a	productive	network	which	runs	







Furthermore,	 Foucault	 (1976b)	 claimed	 that:	 Power	 exists	 in	 all	 social	
relationships,	though	it	works	in	different	ways:	for	example,	the	power	between	











the	 relationship.	 Power	 provokes	 resistance:	 because	 of	 the	 relational	 aspect	
above,	 those	 who	 are	 subservient	 may	 always	 potentially	 resist	 the	 power	
relationship.	 Therefore,	 various	 forms	 of	 resistance	 frequently	 arise	 in	 certain	
relationships	 and	 institutions.	 Lastly,	 power	 is	 both	 positive	 and	 productive:	
although	power	in	modern	societies	does	limit	certain	options,	it	never	completely	
prevents	people	 from	acting	and	making	 choices.	While	 some	or	many	options	
may	 be	 cut	 off,	 others	 are	 made	 possible	 by	 the	 relationships.	 Furthermore,	
Foucault	claimed	that	this	modern	form	of	power	also	provides	people	with	the	





of	 images,	 one	 invests	 bodies	 in	 depth;	 behind	 the	 great	 abstraction	 of	












repressed,	 altered	by	our	 social	order,	 it	 is	 rather	 that	 the	 individual	 is	





















women	should	 look	 in	order	 to	be	attractive.	 It	 thus	becomes	difficult	 to	avoid	
measuring	 and	 regulating	 oneself	 against	 these	 norms	 and	 therefore	 the	
advertising	 images	 have	 disciplinary	 power,	 creating	 self-regulating	 and	 self-
punishing	 women.	 In	 turn,	 Sandra	 Lee	 Bartky	 (1990)	 argued	 that	 masculine	
power	is	reinforced	by	this	seeing	as	women	become	more	constricted	than	men,	
for	 instance	 in	 the	 way	 they	 move,	 their	 posture	 or	 their	 eating	 habits.	






















embodiment	 that	 is	 peculiarly	 feminine.	 To	 overlook	 the	 forms	 of	
subjection	 that	engender	 the	 feminine	body	 is	 to	perpetuate	 the	silence	
and	 powerlessness	 of	 those	 upon	 whom	 these	 disciplines	 have	 been	









postures	 from	 the	 body;	 and	 practices	 that	 are	 directed	 toward	 displaying	 the	
body	as	an	adorned	surface.		







incessant	 articles	 regarding	 various	 diets,	 it	 is	 also	 perhaps	 no	 surprise	 that	
women	 more	 frequently	 than	 men	 visit	 diet	 doctors,	 or	 that	 they	 made	 up	





















any	 departure	 from	 social	 norms,	 and	 habituated	 to	 self-improvement	 and	
transformation	in	the	service	of	those	norms.”		
	 Another	form	of	discipline	is	exercise.	Now	this	is	of	course	practiced	by	
both	 sexes,	 however	 according	 to	 Bartky	 (1990),	 due	 to	 women’s	 widespread	
obsession	with	diets	and	their	weight,	it	may	be	so	that	women	are	working	out	in	
a	different	spirit	and	with	a	different	goal	in	mind	than	their	male	counterparts.	
For	 instance,	 there	 are	 classes	 specifically	 designed	 for	 women,	 such	 as	 M.	 J.	
Saffon’s	12	facial	exercises	that	promise	to	smooth	foreheads,	erase	frown	lines	
and	banish	crow’s	feet.	Other	exercises	aimed	particularly	at	women	are	those	that	
build	 breasts,	 eliminate	 cellulite	 or	 simply	 are	 “spot-reducing”,	which	 includes	
dozens	of	exercises	aimed	at	“problem	areas”.	However,	“The	very	idea	of	“spot-
reducing”	 is	 both	 scientifically	 unsound	 and	 cruel,	 for	 it	 raises	 expectations	 in	
women	 that	 can	 never	 be	 realized:	 The	 pattern	 in	 which	 fat	 is	 deposited	 or	
removed	is	known	to	be	genetically	determined”	(Bartky	1990,	67).	Still,	women	
are	expected	to	undergo	such	cruelties	and	strive	towards	bodily	perfection	on	a	






falling,	who’s	 looking	 at	 us,	who’s	 not	 looking	 at	 us.	 In	 fact,	 in	 the	 five	











































































these	 unwanted,	 unsolicited	 hands	 on	 their	 bodies	 are	 a	 routine	 occurrence	
(Henley	1977).		
	 Bartky	 (1990,	 68)	 claimed	 that	 constriction,	 grace	 as	 well	 as	 a	 “certain	
eroticism	restrained	by	modesty”	must	be	exhibited	in	the	feminine	movements,	
postures	and	gestures.	To	attain	all	of	this	is,	needless	to	say,	rather	challenging:	to	
























were	 supposed	 to	 crush?).	While	 a	man	 can	 get	 away	with	 basic	 hygiene,	 for	 a	
woman,	this	is	rarely	enough:	“The	“art”	of	make-up	is	the	art	of	disguise,	but	this	

















If	 disciplinary	 power	 within	 modern	 institutions	 functions	 as	 in	 the	
Panopticon,	 then	 arguably	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 the	 category	 of	women,	 they	 are	




In	 the	 regime	 of	 institutionalized	 heterosexuality	 woman	 must	 make	
herself	 “object	 and	 prey”	 for	 the	man:	 It	 is	 for	 him	 that	 these	 eyes	 are	
limpid	 pools,	 this	 cheek	 baby-smooth.	 In	 contemporary	 patriarchal	
culture,	a	panoptical	male	connoisseur	resides	within	the	consciousness	of	




to	 my	 own	 can	 appreciate	 the	 panache	 with	 which	 I	 bring	 it	 off?	 But	





















Advertising, or:  



















that	 aren’t	 necessary.	 Indeed,	 the	 pros	 and	 cons	 of	 advertising	 have	 been	
discussed	since	it	emerged,	“at	the	very	least,	advertising	can	provide	important	







we	 should	 look,	 who	we	 should	 look	 at,	 and	who	 is	 sexually	 desirable	 are	 all	
messages	delivered	by	the	media”	(Merskin	2014,	72).	We	participate	every	day	
in	decoding	the	images	and	messages	directed	at	us,	but	because	this	reading	is	so	
routine,	 the	 social	 assumptions	 entrenched	 in	 ads	 are	 often	 taken	 for	 granted.	
Thus,	advertising	is	usually	not	recognised	as	a	sphere	of	ideology.	However:	
	















being	 “free”	 to	 choose	 between	 different	 things	 based	 on	 our	 personal	 tastes	
(Williamson	 1988).	 But	 seeing	 as	 ads	 permeate	 our	 everyday	 life,	 we	 are	 all	
consumers	 of	 ads	 whether	 we	 want	 to	 or	 not	 (Rutledge	 Shields	 &	 Heinecken	
2002),	and	the	“choices”	that	exist	have	been	pre-packaged	for	us.	Furthermore,	
being	in	the	“selling	business”,	ads	are	not	necessarily	created	in	order	to	make	




of	publicity	 is	 to	make	 the	spectator	marginally	dissatisfied	with	his	 [or	her,	or	
their]	present	way	of	life”	(Berger	1972/2008,	136).	If	the	fantasy	depicted	in	the	

















	 Advertising	 is	 built	 upon	 symbolism,	 which	 derives	 its	 power	 from	 the	
human	 need	 to	 search	 for	 meaning	 (Jhally	 1990).	 Therefore,	 what	 fuels	
advertising	 is	 the	 capacity	 to	 mediate	 meaning	 by	 transferring	 relationships	
between	symbol	and	material.	Seeing	as	ads	have	basically	monopolised	the	social	
images	we	 see	 daily,	 they	 thus	 function	 as	 an	 all-consuming	 cultural	 industry:	
“Publicity	is	the	culture	of	the	consumer	society.	It	propagates	through	images	that	
society’s	 belief	 in	 itself”	 (Berger	 1972/2008,	 133).	 By	 inhabiting	 this	 powerful	
position	in	the	cultural	process,	ads	can	both	undermine	and	incorporate	change.	













protect	 the	 “public”	 image	 because	 of	 its	 meaning	 fluidity,	 but	 because	 of	 its	
symbolism,	change	is	a	complex	process	(Yanni	1990).		
	 In	spite	of	 the	 intrinsic	system	of	advertising	 that	wallpapers	our	public	
and	even	private	 spaces,	people	 like	 to	believe	 that	 advertising	does	not	 affect	
them	personally,	only	others	(a	theory	called	third-person	effect)	and	that	they	
are	 uniquely	 resistant	 towards	 them	 (Berger	 2015).	 Although	 it	 might	 be	
impossible	to	confirm	what	effect	a	particular	ad	has	on	a	given	individual,	 it	 is	
evident	 that	 advertising	 as	 a	 social	 and	 cultural	 phenomenon	 does	 have	 a	
collective	impact	and	thus	affects	people	at	large:	“at	a	macro	level,	when	we	look	
at	collective	behavior,	it	seems	that	advertising	does	have	power”	(Berger	2015,	
14).	 Ads	 are	 prevalent,	 and	 the	 effects	 are	 accumulative,	 elusive	 and	 mainly	




and	 trivial,	 we	 are	 less	 on	 guard,	 less	 critical,	 than	 we	 might	 otherwise	 be”	
(Kilbourne	1999,	27).		
The Boy’s Club 
Although	 the	 hit	 TV	 series	Mad	Men	was	 a	 fictional	 depiction	 of	 a	 prestigious	
American	 advertising	 agency	 in	 the	 1960’s,	 the	 portrayal	 of	 the	 blatantly	male	
dominated	and	sexist	culture	 is	eerily	 true-to-life;	 the	advertising	 industry	was	
and	still	 is	 a	boy’s	 club.	Even	 though	women	make	over	80%	of	all	purchasing	
decisions	 across	 all	 sectors,	many	 still	 feel	 that	 advertisers	 do	 not	 understand	
them	 (Coffee,	 2014),	 even	 expressing	 that	 they	 feel	 “alienated”	 by	 advertising	
(Hanan,	 2016).	 This	 may	 not	 come	 as	 a	 surprise	 seeing	 as	 men	 are	 the	 ones	
dominating	 the	 creative	 departments	 and	 thus	 the	 creative	 output:	 female	
























from	 the	 women	 signing	 the	 manifest 10 	in	 order	 to	 illuminate	 the	 sexist	
environment	and	urge	both	clients	and	agencies	to	take	responsibility	and	begin	


















rapes	 me.	 (a	 testimony	 from	 one	 of	 the	 women	 signing	 under	
#Sistabriefen,	translated	from	Swedish)12		
A brief overview 




















softly	 series,	 where	 she	 used	 various	 ads	 to	 show	 how	 skewed	 the	 images	 of	
women	 and	 men	 are	 in	 the	 media.	 What	 followed	 this	 “era”	 was	 decades	 of	
research	dedicated	towards	stereotypes,	gender	roles	and	portrayals	of	women	
vs.	men,	not	to	mention	the	use	of	sex	increasing	in	the	ads	and	thus	the	start	of	
research	 dedicated	 towards	 sex	 and	 sexism	 in	 advertising	 and	 the	 viewers’	
responses	 towards	 it	 (to	 name	 a	 few:	 Belch,	 Holgerson,	 Belch	 and	 Koppman	
(1982),	 Soley	 and	 Kurzbard	 (1986),	 Reese,	 Whipple,	 and	 Courtney	 (1987),	
Lysonski,	 and	 Pollay	 (1990),	 Boddewyn	 (1991),	 Stern	 (1991),	 Walsh	 (1994),	
Kilbourne	 (1999),	 Reichert	 (2002,	 2012,	 2014),	 Nudd	 (2005),	 Miller	 (2005),	
Lysonski	 (2005),	Merskin	2006),	 LaTour	and	Henthorne,	 (2012),	 Forde	 (2014)	
and	many	more.).	While	some	concluded	that	the	type	of	sex	used	in	ads	is	not	
favourable	 for	anyone,	others	argued	 that	sex	can	be	used	 in	a	non-demeaning	
manner,	however	what	all	seem	to	be	more	of	less	agreed	upon	is	the	notion	that	
ads	 are	 a	 very	 powerful	 and	 prevalent	medium	 that	 affect	 consumers	 and	 the	
society	in	which	they	reside.	





beyond	 advertising;	 they	 assume	 we	 will	 understand	 allusions	 to	
particular	lifestyles,	concerns	and	aspirations,	be	drawn	into	the	world	of	
the	brand	promoted	in	the	ad,	and	make	connections	between	ourselves	






while	 for	 the	 past	 decades	 it	 is	 also	 including	 different	 uses	 of	 sex	 and	
objectification	(Miller	2005).	However,	the	issue	persists:	“The	“sexploitation”	of	
women	and	their	bodies	continues	to	be	a	problem	in	advertising,	even	though	




way	 in	 culture,	 of	which	 advertising	plays	 an	 important	 role,	 Yanni	 (1990,	 71)	
argued	that	there	is	an	asymmetry	between	the	social	construction	of	women	and	










in	 society,	 women	 enter	 into	 the	 people-thing	 relationship	 differently	 than	 do	
men.”	Because	advertising	is	a	platform	for	social	communication	and	functions	as	
a	cultural	 institution,	 the	meaning	of	woman	 is	 thus	 transferred	and	preserved	









nature	 of	 stereotypes,	 the	 European	 Parliament	 voted	 504-110	 in	 2008	 for	
adopting	a	non-binding	report	intended	to	persuade	the	advertising	industry	to	
stop	“sexual	stereotyping”.	According	to	the	committee	report,	the	concern	is	that	
stereotypes	 in	 advertising	 can	 “strait-jacket	 women,	 men,	 girls	 and	 boys	 by	
restricting	 individuals	 to	 predetermined	 and	 artificial	 roles	 that	 are	 often	
degrading,	humiliating	and	dumbed-down	for	both	sexes”	(Carjaval	2008).13		
	 However,	 not	 understanding	 what	 stereotypes	 are	 might	 impede	 the	
understanding	of	 the	problem	with	stereotypes.	 Initially,	 the	word	comes	 from	
early	printing;	having	to	produce	the	same	image	over	and	over	again,	but	looking	
the	 word	 up	 in	 a	 dictionary	 today	 might	 instead	 define	 stereotypes	 as	
“oversimplified	 ideas”	 (Oxford	 English	 Dictionary)	 or	 as	 something	 that	 is	

































subject	 or	 an	 object;	 consequently,	 affecting	 how	women	 perceived	 space	 and	
moved	 their	 bodies.	 She	 claimed	 that	 self-consciousness	 or	 self-reference	 is	
involved	 in	 the	 relation	 that	 a	 woman	 has	 to	 her	 own	 body;	 attention	 being	
directed	towards	her	body,	rather	than	the	act	that	is	to	be	accomplished	through	
her	body.		


















Young	 1980),	women	 are	 therefore	 positioned,	 as	well	 as	 being	 positioned	 by	
themselves,	as	objects	to	be	gazed	upon	and	controlled.		
Male Gaze 





the	 stereotypical	 representation	 of	 gender.	 These	 were	 then	 divided	 into	 six	












Female	 models,	 he	 found,	 were	 most	 often	 portrayed	 as	 vulnerable,	 soft,	
powerless	 and	 even	 child-like,	while	male	models	were	present,	 confident	 and	
ready	for	action.	All	of	these	different	types	of	poses	are	neither	biological	nor	are	
they	natural	traits,	but	rather	they	are	constructions	of	femininity	and	masculinity,	
they	 have	 to	 do	with	what	 a	 culture	 defines	 as	 feminine	 and	masculine.	 As	 an	









promise	of	power	and	 implies	what	he	can	do	 to	and	 for	you,	while	a	woman’s	
presence	 is	 connected	 to	 her	 own	 attitude	 regarding	 herself,	 implying	 instead	
what	can	or	cannot	be	done	to	her.	Therefore,	he	argued,	as	a	woman	one	is	kept	
by	men,	thus	dividing	oneself	into	the	surveyor	and	the	surveyed:	“A	woman	must	





the	 way	 she	 will	 be	 treated	 seeing	 as	 she	 is	 surveyed	 before	 she	 is	 treated.	
Everything	that	women	do	are	consequently	reflections	of	their	own	treatments	
of	 their	 own	 emotions,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	what	men	do	 are	merely	 their	 own	
expressions.	Berger	(1972/2008,	41)	sums	this	up	as	follows:	“men	act	and	women	






to	 the	 sexual	 imbalance	 that	 the	 world	 is	 divided	 into,	 where	 the	 pleasure	 of	
looking	is	split	between	the	active	male	and	the	passive	female.	Here	the	female	


















to,	 and	 applicable	 on	 advertising	 seeing	 as	 both	 have	 to	 do	 with	 the	 visual	
representations	of	women	and	men.	Mulvey	(1975,	5)	suggested	that	women	are	
divided	 into	a	similar	surveyor-surveyed	relationship	 that	Berger	(1972/2008)	
proposed,	 thus	 functioning	 on	 two	 levels:	 “as	 erotic	 object	 for	 the	 characters	







objects,	 and	 anything	 else	 is	 unnatural	 in	 this	 system	 of	 mutually	 reinforcing	
stereotypes”	(Marcellus	2014,	126).	































Clutter and Desensitisation 
The	 types	 of	 portrayals	 found	 in	 advertising	 are	 arguably	 very	 problematic,	
















Sengupta	 and	 Vohs	 2009;	 Reichert	 2012).	 How	 else	 are	 they	 supposed	 to	 cut	









primitive	 method	 of	 Pavlovian	 conditioning,	 evidence	 suggests	 that	 humans	
follow	the	same	patterns	as	animals,	thus:	“it	seems	highly	unlikely	that	under	the	




by	 witnessing	 it.	 Seeing	 as	 the	 world	 of	 advertising	 is	 full	 of	 images	 that	 are	


























effect	 it	 has	 and	 the	 more	 technologically	 refined	 the	 ads	 become,	 the	 less	
impressive	are	the	ones	that	do	not	push	the	boundaries:	“Our	mediascape	fills	
with	advertising	at	an	unprecedented	rate,	and	we	are	increasingly	desensitized	










towards	 that	 type	 of	 imagery:	 “We	 as	 a	 people	 have	 become	 desensitized	 to	
negative	 images	 or	 provocative	 advertising.'…'by	 responding	 "nothing"	we	 are	





it	 has	 for	 instance	 been	 argued	 that	 objectifying	 women	 in	 ads	 may	 lead	 to	
desensitisation	towards	real	violence	perpetrated	against	them	(Kilbourne	1999;	
Tehseem	and	Riaz	2015),	seeing	as	objectifying	a	person	is	usually	the	first	step	
towards	 justifying	 violence	 towards	 that	 same	 person	 (Kilbourne	 1999).	 Even	
though	advertisements	cannot	be	said	to	cause	violence	directly,	Kilbourne	(1999,	
281)	 claimed	 that	 violent	 imagery	 and	 objectification	 might	 nevertheless	
contribute	 to	 the	 violence	 and	 state	 of	 terror	 many	 women	 experience:	 “All	









objectification	 of	 women’s	 bodies”…”and	 such	 blaming	 of	 the	 victim.	 When	
everything	and	everyone	is	sexualized,	it	is	the	powerless	who	are	most	at	risk.”		
Sex Sex Sex 
























increasingly	 symbolic.	 This	 idea	 needs	 some	 examination,	 because	 it	
means	that	sellers	of	goods	are	engaged,	whether	willfully	or	not,	in	selling	
symbols,	 as	 well	 as	 practical	 merchandise.	 It	 means	 that	 marketing	
managers	must	attend	 to	more	 than	 the	relatively	superficial	 facts	with	





sexual	 content	 in	ads	has	 increased	over	 the	years	 (Söderlund,	2003;	Reichert,	
2002),	it	is	clear	that	both	female	and	male	models	show	more	skin	than	before	











thus	 it	 is	 not	 only	nakedness	or	 explicit	 sex	 in	 ads	 that	 are	 actually	 sexual.	He	













examples.	Nevertheless,	when	using	 attractive	models	 in	 ads	 there	 is	 always	 a	
subtle	 hint	 of	 sexual	 information	 seeing	 as	 people	 find	 them	 to	 be	 sexually	
attractive	(Reichert	2002).	
Reichert	(2002)	categorised	five	different	types	of	sexual	information	that	
are	 commonly	 used	 in	 the	 world	 of	 ads:	 Nudity,	 Sexual	 Behavior,	 Physical	
Attractiveness,	 Sexual	 Referents	 and	 Sexual	 Embeds.	 To	 begin	 with,	 Nudity	 is	
more	or	 less	one	of	 the	most	obvious	 types	 and	 it	 is	 a	 fundamental	 source	 for	
sexual	 information.	 However,	 the	 term	Nudity	 does	 not	mean	 that	models	 are	
completely	without	 garments.	 Nudity	 has,	 in	 this	 context,	many	 levels	 like	 for	
instance	 “suggestive	 dress”	 which	 can	 be	 portrayed	 with	 an	 open	 blouse	 i.e.	
suggesting	some	form	of	nudity.	Models	wearing	bikinis	or	underwear	would	most	
likely	 fall	 in	 the	 category	 “partially	 revealing“.	 Thus	 Nudity	 comes	 in	 many	
varieties	and	can	range	from	insinuations	to	explicitness.	A	significant	point	that	









different	ways,	 either	 by	 using	 a	 single	model	 and	 thus	 play	 on	 the	 individual	
behaviour,	 or	 by	 using	 two	 or	 more	 models	 and	 therefore	 compose	 the	
interpersonal	interaction.	In	the	first	case,	behaving	sexually	means	that	the	model	
is	making	eye	contact,	 flirting	with	 the	viewer	and/or	moving	 in	a	provocative	


















as,	 beautiful	 models	 (Reichert,	 2002).	 Using	 an	 attractive	 model	 in	 ads	 is	 not	
uncommon,	however,	the	role	they	play	is	not	one	of	actual	information	but	rather	
of	décor	in	order	to	catch	the	viewers’	attention	(Söderlund,	2003).	There	have	
been	studies	 indicating	 that	sexual	appeals	can	 increase	 the	viewers’	attention,	
thus	making	 the	 ads	 stand	 out	 among	 the	 clutter	 (e.g.	 Dudley,	 1999;	 Reichert,	
Heckler,	 and	 Jackson,	 2001).	 Nevertheless,	 the	 use	 of	 attractive	 or	 decorative	
models	is	problematic	seeing	as	they	send	out	a	very	skewed	portrayal	of	actual	
people.	 Additionally,	 there	 are	 studies	 that	 have	 shown	 that	 ads	 with	 sexual	
appeals	 are	 considered	 offensive	 and/or	 unethical	 by	 consumers	 (LaTour	 and	
Henthorne,	1994;	Walsh,	1994;	Tai,	1999).	Other	negative	side	effects	may	also	be	
that	 the	 young	 women	 who	 compare	 themselves	 to	 the	 attractive	 female	
decorations	may	 lead	 to	 dissatisfaction	with	 themselves	 and	 their	 appearance	




palpable	 as	 portrayals	 of	 Nudity	 or	 Sexual	 Behaviour.	 Sexual	 Referents	 can	 be	
allusions	or	innuendos,	either	visual	or	verbal,	which	are	used	in	order	to	achieve	
thoughts	 of	 the	 sexual	 nature.	 Thus,	 this	 type	 of	 sexual	 information	 does	 not	

























some	 cases	 where	 commercials	 have	 been	 reported,	 made	 a	 statement.	 If	 an	
advert	 is	 sexist	 or	 not	 depends	 on	 different	 factors,	 for	 example:	 portraying	
women	or	men	as	mere	sex	objects,	gender	stereotypes,	or	otherwise	degrading	
depictions.	They	also	evaluate	the	difference	between	naked	and	naked,	stating	














in	 many	 ways	 abstruse	 and	 subtle;	 nevertheless,	 the	 overwhelming	 usage	 of	
naked	 female	 bodies	 in	 advertising	 is	 arguably	 often	 verging	 into	 the	 nude	
category	due	to	the	sexualising	nature	of	the	portrayals.		
Using	 sex	 in	 advertising	 also	 charges	 the	 products	 in	 question	 with	




(heterosexual)	 men	 (Warlaumont	 1993;	 Lazier-Smith	 1989;	 Kilbourne	 1999;	
Cortese	1999;	Merskin	2006;	Gill	2008).	 In	other	words:	 these	depictions	 rely	
heavily	on	the	male	gaze.		
	
Certainly	bodies	are	beautiful	 and	celebrating	 them	 is	 the	 stuff	of	 great	
works	of	art.	Private	displays	of	a	body	to	a	lover	is	an	intimate	act.	But	the	
public	display	in	media	of	the	body	as	parts,	that	is,	objectification,	does	














started	 the	 blog	 “Sälj	 grej	 med	 tjej”14	(“Sell	 thing	 with	 girl”)	 where	 he	 posted	
various	ads	that	depict	attractive	and	most	often	sexualised	women,	for	products	






because	 advertising	 is	 an	 institution	 that	 basically	 clutters	 the	 entire	 public	
sphere,	 he	 referred	 to	 this	 as	 a	 “system	 of	 images”,	 and	 it	 is	 this	 system	 that	
becomes	false	due	to	the	totality	and	cumulative	effect	of	advertising	images:	“All	
(or	 at	 least	many)	messages	 are	 about	 gender	 and	 sexuality.	 It	 seems	 that	 for	
women	it	is	the	only	thing	that	is	important	about	them”	(Jhally	1989).	He	claimed	
that	 the	 falsity	 arises	 from	 the	 message	 system	 and	 the	 institutional	 context,	
rather	 than	 the	 individual	ads,	and	although	a	 little	objectification	 is	 fine,	what	
becomes	dangerous	and	wrong	is	too	much	of	it;	“that	is	when	one	is	viewed	as	
nothing	other	than	an	object”	(Jhally	1989).	 	




many,	 if	 not	 most,	 western	 societies.	 By	 comparing	 sex	 in	 advertising	 with	










were	 gagging	 for	 sex	24/7	and	would	drop	 their	 clothes	 and	 submit	 to	
rough,	anonymous	sex	at	the	slightest	invitation.	But	as	porn	has	seeped	
into	mainstream	culture,	the	line	has	blurred.	To	speak	to	men's	magazine	


















dangerous	 “bad	 guy”	 who	 is	 considered	 to	 be	 the	 sexiest	 and	 the	 ads	 thus	
encourage	women	to	be	attracted	to	these	kinds	of	men.	However,	in	reality,	that	




teasing	 when	 they	 resist	 men’s	 advances”	 (Kilbourne	 1999,	 273).	 Such	
implications	have	substantial	and	terrifying	ramifications,	especially	for	women	
who	are	frequently	the	victims	of	domestic	violence	and	sexual	assault.	How	many	









steps	 do	 you	 guys	 take,	 on	 a	 daily	 basis,	 to	 prevent	 yourselves	 from	
being	sexually	assaulted?”	At	first	there	is	a	kind	of	awkward	silence	as	the	





same	 question.	 ”What	 steps	 do	 you	 take	 on	 a	 daily	 basis	 to	 prevent	

























































































of	 her,	 she	 ceases	 to	 be	 a	 real	 person	 and	 is	 instead	 turned	 into	 an	 object	
(Kilbourne,	1999;	Cortese,	1999).	This	action	is	not	only	objectifying,	but	 it	can	
also	lead	to	violence	seeing	as	turning	a	person	into	an	object	is	often	the	first	step	
towards	 validating	 violent	 behaviour	 against	 someone;	 “It	 is	 very	 difficult,	
perhaps	impossible,	to	be	violent	to	someone	we	think	of	as	an	equal,	someone	we	
have	empathy	with,	but	it	is	very	easy	to	abuse	a	thing”	(Kilbourne	1999,	278).	If	











half	 a	 century	 ago,	 the	 form	 of	 sexism	 that	 was	 fought	 against	 looked	 quite	
differently	from	what	it	does	today;	Michele	Miller	(2005,	114)	argued	that	even	





































Female Sexual Agency, or:  












In	 this	 chapter,	 the	 phenomenon	will	 be	 presented	 in	 detail	 by	 going	 through	































still	does)	 conservative	advocates	 to	want	 to	 remove	sex	education	completely	
from	 schools	 and	 instead	 put	 the	 responsibility	 of	 establishing	 appropriate	
















2) They	 present	 female	 victimisation	 as	 based	 on	 unmarried	 heterosexual	
involvement	 instead	 of	 being	 inherent	 in	 various	 gender,	 race	 or	 class	
structures.	
3) Lastly,	 the	 messages	 that	 these	 discourses	 support	 are	 traditional	
heterosexual	arrangements;	thus,	by	avoiding	premarital	sex	women	may	
avoid	 to	 be	 victimised.	 The	 irony	 is	 not	 lost	 here:	women	must	 protect	
themselves	 from	 being	 victimised	 by	 men,	 by	 coupling	 with	 a	 man,	
therefore	paradoxically	teaching	women	to	fear	the	same	people	who	will	
ultimately	be	their	protectors.		
Fine	 (1988,	 33)	 claimed	 that	 the	 missing	 discourse,	 that	 of	 desire,	 was	 but	 a	
whisper	within	American	public	schools:	
	





Such	 a	 discourse,	 if	 endorsed,	 would	 instead	 allow	 adolescents	 to	 explore	 for	
themselves	what	they	like	and	don’t,	based	on	their	needs,	experiences	and	their	
own	 limits.	 Females	would	within	 such	 a	 discourse	 not	 be	 kept	 in	 a	 receptive	






































Stating	 that	 they	 rarely	 reflect	 on	 sexuality	 as	 simple	 but	 that	 their	 senses	 of	
sexuality	are	also	informed	by	culture,	religion,	violence,	passion,	authority,	peers,	
body,	rebellion,	the	past	and	the	future	as	well	as	racial	and	gender	relations	of	
power,	 Fine	 (1988)	 argued	 that	 these	 young	 women	 assume	 a	 dualistic	
consciousness	 of	 anxiety	 and	 worry	 mixed	 with	 the	 excitement	 of	 actual	 or	
anticipated	sexuality.	Seeing	as	there	are	far	too	few	spaces	for	adolescent	females	



















needs	 and	 wants	 (Tolman	 2002).	 Others	 have	 also	 argued	 for	 female	
heterosexuality	to	be	constructed	from	within	masculinity;	for	instance,	claiming	
that	women	have	a	“male-in-the-head”,	representing	the	“surveillance	power	of	
this	 male	 dominated	 and	 institutionalized	 heterosexuality”	 (Holland,	
Ramozanoglu,	 Sharpe	 &	 Thomson	 1998,	 11).	 These	 ideas	 correlate	 with	 the	
Patriarchal	 Panopticon,	 as	 Bartky	 (1990,	 72)	 argued:	 “a	 panoptical	 male	
connoisseur	resides	within	the	consciousness	of	most	women”.	This	male-in-the-
head	then,	according	to	Holland	et	al.	(1998),	prevents	women	from	fully	enjoying	
sexual	 experiences,	making	 them	 feel	 responsible	 for	male	 sexual	 arousal.	 The	
authors	also	conceptualised	power	as	fluid,	ever	changing,	constantly	negotiated	
and	recreated,	not	something	that	some	people	just	happen	to	“have”.	Both	women	
and	 men	 may	 exercise	 and	 resist	 power,	 however	 in	 their	 book,	 women	 are	
presented	as	being	both	victims	of	male	power	as	well	as	being	in	cahoots	with	
male	power	(Holland	et	al.	1998).		
	 Nevertheless,	 there	 are	 also	 those	 who	 have	 sought	 to	 find	 the	 spaces	
where	 female	 sexual	 desires	 are	 expressed:	 Sue	 Jackson	 (2005)	 argued	 that	 in	





created	 dilemmas	 that	 are	 difficult,	 if	 not	 entirely	 unreasonable,	 to	 navigate:	
women	should	be	sexually	responsive	to	their	boyfriends/partners,	but	also	be	




to	 men’s	 sexual	 drive,	 which	 is	 presumed	 to	 be	 incessant,	 urgent,	 and	
irrepressible”	(Bay-Cheng	2015,	281).	However,	even	though	these	limiting	and	
limited	views	still	persist,	Laina	Bay-Cheng	(2015)	argued	that	the	normative	field	
that	 surrounds	 gender	 roles	 and	 sexuality	 is	 shifting,	with	 studies	 showing	 for	
instance	that:	sexual	relationships	among	youths	are	diversifying	(Claxton	and	van	
Dulmen	2013),	young	women’s	attitudes	regarding	sexuality	 is	becoming	more	
liberal	 (Hamilton	 and	 Armstrong	 2009),	 gender	 differences	 regarding	 sexual	














celebrities	 and	 non-celebrities	 alike;	 women	 are,	 unapologetically,	 more	
commanding	 of	 sexual	 attention,	 pursuing	 sexual	 fun	 as	 well	 as	 demanding	
pleasure:	“it	is	clear	that	girls’	sexual	agency,	whether	authentic	or	pantomimed,	









Surveying	 empirical	 findings	 and	 cultural	 discourse,	 I	 see	 convincing	
evidence	 that	 at	 least	 in	 the	 U.S.,	 young	 women’s	 sexuality	 is	 now	
measured	 –	 whether	 by	 specific	 individuals,	 in	 the	 rhetoric	 of	 popular	
media,	or	from	the	broader	perspective	of	the	generalized	other	–	not	only	




































low	 agency,	 thus	 relating	 to	 the	 discourse	 of	 victimisation	 (Fine	 1988).	 In	 the	
upper	two	quadrants,	the	high	agency	marks	a	sense	of	control	and	whether	the	
sexual	 activity	 is	 low	 or	 high,	 this	 is	 viewed	 as	 an	 active,	 agential	 choice.	






and	 freely	 chosen)	 and	 that	 which	 is	 condemned	 and/or	 pitied	 (i.e.	 such	 that	
appears	 to	 be	 the	 result	 from	 ineptitude,	 irresponsibility	 and/or	 weakness).	
Furthermore,	simply	adding	agency	as	a	 layer	on	top	of	 the	existing	Virgin-Slut	








also	 evaluated	 according	 to	 the	 degree	 of	 control	 they	 proclaim,	 or	 are	
perceived,	to	exert	over	their	sexual	behavior.	
	
Additionally,	 Bay-Cheng	 (2015)	 claimed	 that	 rather	 than	 being	 an	 affirmative	
celebration	of	agency,	the	ideology	of	neoliberalism	is	the	hegemonic	institution	
of	 agency,	 and	 its	 versions	 of	 freedom	may	 not	 be	 as	 liberating	 as	 they	might	


































be	 explained	and	elaborated.	Whilst	 empowerment	 is	 commonly	 implied	as	 an	
important	 concept	 for	 feminism,	 the	 definition	 is	 varying	 and,	 in	 some	 ways,	
conflicting;	theorists	and	authors	seem	to	use	the	concept	to	describe	a	variety	of	
ideas	including	state	of	being	as	well	as	actions.	One	of	the	most	disagreed	upon	
notions	 is	 whether	 empowerment	 is	 objective	 and	 external,	 or	 subjective	 and	
internal	 (Peterson	 2010).	 Being	 linked	 to	 the	 concept	 of	 power,	 the	 internal	
psychological	 power	 can	 be	 interpreted	 as	 power-to	 while	 external	 power,	 i.e.	
power	 and	 control	 over	 resources	 is	power-over	 (Yoder	 and	Kahn	 1992;	 Riger	



















empowerment	 through	 subjective	 feelings	 of	 power	 can	 “create	 the	 illusion	 of	










may	 do	 in	 contexts	 where	 resources	 may	 be	 quantified	 (such	 as	 government	










sexuality	 stem	 from	 pornography,	 thus	 reproducing	 the	 notions	 of	 female	





an	 autonomous	 agent	 who	 is	 having	 fun.	 In	 addition,	 because	 she’s	
choosing,	 and	 because	 it’s	 fun	 and	 even	 pleasurable,	 voyeurs	 are	 not	
exploiters;	they’re	admirers.	(Lamb	2010,	301).		
	
Thus,	 in	 this	 instance,	 an	 individual	 girls’	 sense	 of	 sexual	 empowerment	 may	
reproduce	 certain	 institutional	 and	 cultural	 limitations	 in	 the	broader	 sense	of	
female	 sexuality,	 even	 though	on	 the	 individual	 level,	 they	may	be	or	 feel	 very	
empowering.	 However,	 Peterson	 (2010)	 argued	 that	 merely	 dismissing	 an	
individual	girls’	perceptions	and	experiences	of	sexual	empowerment,	no	matter	








A	 persistent	 dilemma	 seems	 to	 be	 how	 to	 regard	 and	 respond	 to	
articulations	 of	 empowerment	 as	 an	 individual	 state	 of	 being	 when	 it	




















collective	 interests	of	women	and	 the	political	drive	 for	equality”	 (Gavey	2012,	
720).	 Furthermore,	Gavey	 (2012)	argued	 that	 in	order	 for	 feminism	 to	make	a	
sustainable	difference,	it	must	of	course	be	willing	to	listen	to	a	variety	of	voices,	
values	and	views,	However,	it	must	at	the	same	time	hold	on	to	the	challenge	of	a	
politics	 of	 change.	 Thus	 arguably,	 individual	 empowerment	 should	 not	 be	 left	
unquestioned,	 especially	 not	 when	 it	 is	 opposed	 to	 the	 promotion	 of	
empowerment	for	all,	or	many	women.	As	Nina	Åkestam	argued	(2018),	feminism	






feels	 better.	 That	 women	 are	 judged	 by	 their	 looks,	 and	 that	 beautiful	
women	get	advantages,	is	one	of	patriarchy’s	lynchpins.	The	better	feeling	






personal	wellbeing	 is	 never	 a	 good	measure	of	 how	 the	 structures	 in	 a	
society	in	general	look.	(Åkestam	2018,	36	–	translated	from	Swedish).		
	
Thus,	 the	 definition	 of	 empowerment	 and	 sexual	 empowerment	 is	 divided	 in	
opposing	notions,	however,	to	untangle	these	different	views	we	might	want	to	
take	a	few	steps	back.	















Empowerment	 was	 thus	 articulated	 as	 an	 on-going	 iterative	 process	 that	
necessitated	all	of	the	above	components,	not	as	an	individual	state	of	being	or	
achievement.	However,	 since	 its	 formulation	and	perhaps	 especially	 in	 the	 last	
decades,	the	term	empowerment	has	become	superficial	and	reduced	mainly	to	
the	first	component,	the	individual	sense	of	empowerment.	As	such,	the	other	two	




injustices,	 empowerment	 is	 quickly	 distorted	 into	 a	 self-improvement	
discourse	 that	 instructs	 individuals:	 to	 identify	 themselves,	 rather	 than	
surrounding	 social	 conditions,	 as	 the	 problem	 to	 be	 fixed”…”and	 to	






an	 intersectional	 and	 comprehensive	 perspective	 of	 social	 problems,	 including	
social,	material,	political	as	well	as	economical	circumstances,	which	all	shape	the	
choices	 and	 behaviours	 of	 individuals.	 Bay-Cheng	 (2012,	 714)	 claimed	 that	
“empowerment	 is	 not	 forged	 in	 solitude”,	 instead	 it’s	 the	 provocative	 and	
heterogeneous	 relationships	 based	 on	 different	 experiences,	 perspectives	 and	
objectives	 that	 may	 lead	 to	 productive	 collaborations	 and	 ultimately	 fuel	 an	
individuals’	sense	of	competence	and	confidence.		
	 When	 it	 comes	 to	 sexual	 empowerment,	 Bay-Cheng	 (2012)	 argued	 that	
sexuality	should	be	kept	in	the	social	context	and	that	sexual	resources	are	not	the	
only	 ones	 pertaining	 to	 sexual	 life	 and	 relationships.	 Instead,	 the	 list	 of	
obstructions	to	sexual	agency	should	also	include	other	contextual	factors	such	as:	





















	 Even	 though	 there	 are	 initiatives	 and	 programs	 that	 aim	 to	 boost	 girls’	
agency	and	providing	them	with	the	tools	and	skills	required	in	order	to	speak	up	
and	say	what	they	want,	Bay-Cheng	(2012)	argued	that	such	programs	also	make	
certain	 assumptions	 that	 should	 be	 disputed.	 First	 of	 all,	 it	 assumes	 that	 girls	
already	know	what	it	is	that	they	want,	second,	that	what	they	want	is	a	singular	














formulation,	 as	 an	 action-oriented	 endeavour	 towards	 social	 justice,	 not	 as	 an	
individual	project	that	may	be	completely	detached	from	the	rest	of	society.		
Sexual capital and commodity   
Although	 in	 Pierre	 Bourdieu’s	 theory	 regarding	 cultural	 capital,	 he	 did	 not	
explicitly	mention	the	notion	of	sexual	capital,	this	has	been	raised	by	others	(e.g.	
Chancer	 1998;	 Caputi	 2003;	 Martin	 and	 George	 2006),	 thus	 allowing	 for	
discussions	regarding	the	prevailing	coupling	of	youth	and	physical	beauty	with	
that	of	sexual	power.	Arguably,	the	ideas	of	beauty	are	culturally	constructed	and	
thus	 not	 innate	 perceptions,	 they	may	 therefore	 change	 over	 time	 and	 also	 be	
strategically	 undermined	 (Schwaiger	 2009).	 One’s	 sexual	 capital	 may	 be	 very	




that	 capital	 is	 nevertheless	 fleeting:	 getting	 older	 is	 a	 natural	 fact	 and	 after	 a	
certain	age	sexual	capital	will	automatically	be	lost,	as	long	as	the	dominating	ideal	











Lynn	 Chancer	 (1998,	 117-118)	 argued	 that	 physical	 beauty,	 or	 looks,	
becomes	valuable	in	three	interrelating	ways	when	viewed	as	a	phenomenon:	as	
a	 commodity	 (Marx);	 “looks	can	be	 taken	 to	 signify	a	valued	possession;	 it	 is	 a	
commodity,	a	characteristic	or	“thing”	that	one	either	personally	does	or	does	not	
“have”,	 according	 to	 a	 given	 society’s	 criteria	 of	 value”,	 as	 a	 form	 of	 capital	
(Bourdieu):	“clearly	capital	of	the	bodily	kind,	which	is	most	relevant	to	beauty	
and	 looks,	 can	be	 increasingly	worked	at	 and	worked	 for:	 looks	 are	not	merely	
ascribed	but	more	and	more	 frequently	achieved.”,	and	as	both,	simultaneously	
capitalised	 and	 commodified.	 Furthermore,	 she	 also	 focused	 on	 the	 use	 of	 a	
woman	 as	 status	 for	 men	 and	 claimed	 that	 masculine	 power,	 when	 achieved,	
included	 not	 only	 prestige	 and	 money	 but	 also	 access	 to	 “beautiful”	 women’s	
bodies:	 “a	 reward	 especially	 to	 be	 expected	 for	 those	 possessing	what	 Connell	
dubs	“hegemonic	masculinity””	(Chancer	1998,	115).	 In	this	sense,	women	may	
possess	sexual	capital,	however	it	is	used	by	men	as	a	symbolic	capital	of	power	





















Yet,	 this	 form	 of	 empowerment,	 of	 gaining	 liberation,	 may	 be	 psychologically	
benefitting	some	individuals	seeing	as	how	it	allows	for	identification	as	gender	
progressive,	 as	 well	 as	 offering	 sexual	 gains.	 By	 interpreting	 a	 transformed	















may	 seem	 to	 benefit	 certain	 individuals,	 yet,	 in	 the	 grander	 scheme	 of	 social	
structures	still	functions	within	the	disciplinary	Patriarchal	Panopticon:	as	long	as	
being	 “sexy”	 is	 as	 narrowly	 defined	 as	 it	 still	 is,	 and	 as	 long	 as	 being	 “sexy”	 is	

















Seeing	 as	 consumption	 has	 always	 been	 associated	 with	 status,	 the	 use	 of	
consumption	as	a	means	of	liberation	for	women	has	been	present	in	advertising	
for	decades,	and	the	success	of	this	has	centred	on	the	effective	coupling	of	power	





“empowertising”	 –	 an	 advertising	 tactic	 of	 lightly	 invoking	 feminism	 in	 acts	 of	
exclusively	 independent	 consuming”	 (Zeisler	 2016,	 19).	 Andi	 Zeisler	 (2016)	
further	explored	Empowertising,	starting	off	with	the	notion	of	empowerment	and	
exemplifying	 this	 with	 a	 satirical	 article	 called	 ‘Women	 Now	 Empowered	 by	
Everything	a	Woman	Does’	published	in	2003	in	The	Onion.	This	explained	how	












Stiletto	 heels,	 long	 imbued	 with	 sexual	 meanings,	 have	 acquired	 a	
particular	 symbolic	 potency	 in	 this	 postfeminist	moment.	 The	 fact	 that	
they	are	difficult	to	walk	in,	even	painful,	adds	to	this	by	drawing	attention	
















although	 the	 portrayals	 have	 altered	 due	 to	 their	 appropriations	 of	 feminism,	
Stephanie	O’Donohoe	(2000,	82)	claimed:	“we	are	still	encouraged	to	play	the	card	
of	 our	 appearance,	 enhancing	 the	 one	 dealt	 by	 nature	 through	 the	 constant	
purchase	and	use	of	commodities.”	































of	 selling	 to	women	without	 conflating	 examples	 of	 that	 business	with	
actual	feminism.	They’re	a	gateway	toward	learning	more	about	specific	



















However,	 according	 to	Claire	 Snyder-Hall	 (2010),	choice	 feminism	 is	not	
about	passing	judgement	on	women’s	choices,	whatever	they	may	be,	but	rather	
giving	 them	 the	 freedom	 to	 choose	 for	 themselves,	 and	 in	accordance	with	 the	
third-wave	 feminist	 approach,	 respecting	 self-determination	 and	 pluralism:	
“While	 critics	 of	 choice	 feminism	 rightly	 problematize	 some	 of	 the	 term’s	
implications,	the	concept	itself	entails	a	commitment	to	three	important	principles	
essential	 to	 feminism—pluralism,	 self-determination,	 and	 nonjudgmentalness.“	
(Snyder-Hall	 2010,	 256).	 The	 third-wave	 approach	 is	 based	 on	 assumptions	
regarding	women	not	sharing	the	same	experiences,	a	common	gender	identity	
and	that	they	also	interpret	similar	experiences	in	different	ways,	thus	recognising	
that	 women	 in	 different	 subject	 positions	 also	 have	 different	 perspectives.	
Furthermore,	 Snyder-Hall	 (2010)	 argued	 that	 in	 order	 to	 understand	 issues	 of	









tensions	 between,	 sometimes,	 opposing	 principles	 of	 sexual	 liberation	 versus	
gender	equality	have	long	been	debated.	Nevertheless,	Gill	(2008,	42)	maintained	
that	by	emphasising	upon	choice,	one	might	thus	circumvent	the	 important	yet	
difficult	 issues	 regarding	 how	 the	 socially	 constructed	 beauty	 ideals	 are	
internalised:	 “A	 crucial	 aspect	 of	 both	 the	 obsessional	 preoccupation	with	 the	
body	 and	 the	 shift	 from	 objectification	 to	 sexual	 subjectification	 is	 that	 this	 is	
framed	in	advertising	through	a	discourse	of	playfulness,	freedom	and,	above	all,	
choice.”		






to	 be	 blocked	 by	 the	 gender	 norms	 forced	 upon	 them,	 as	 well	 as	 their	 own	
feminine	 attractions	 to	 things	 that	 support	 patriarchy.	 Moreover,	 Snyder-Hall	
(2010)	argued	that	one	cannot	simply	look	at	only	the	final	choice	made	seeing	as	
that	 does	 not	 necessarily	 say	 anything	 about	 the	 possible	 struggle	 to	 balance	






patriarchal	 cultures	 and	 societies	 means	 that	 feminism	 requires	 the	 options	
available	for	women	to	be	expanded	in	order	for	them	to	be	truly	self-determining,	
but	by	using	 the	rhetoric	of	 “choice”,	one	obscures	 this	point	entirely.	 “Women	




that	we	 take	 action	 towards	 equality,	 and	 not	 just	 by	wearing	 a	 t-shirt	 saying	

























translated	 from	 Swedish)	 this	 is	wrongly	 thought	 because	 feminism	 “is	 not	 all	
women’s	collective	opinions,	but	an	 ideology	with	theoretical	basis”.	Therefore,	
choice	feminism	should	not	be	conflated	with	actual	feminist	acts	–	all	choices	that	
women	make	 are	 not	 automatically	 feminist.	 This	 story	 seeks	 to	 decouple	 the	
feminist	individual	from	the	feminist	movement	and	place	the	focus	on	the	latter.		
	
If	 we	 want	 to	 see	 patriarchy	 fall	 in	 our	 lifetime	 we	 all	 need	 to	 do	
considerably	 more,	 and	 that	 is	 where	 we	 should	 start	 ransacking	
ourselves.	It	is	not	enough	to	shout	slogans	while	at	the	same	time	staying	
comfortably	within	the	norms	and	gender	roles	that	have	been	set	up	for	





Postfeminist advertising and Sexual Agency 
The	 F	 word,	 speaking	 of	 course	 of	 Feminism,	 has	 become	 more	 and	 more	
popularised	 and	 utilised	 in	 advertising	 in	 the	 past	 decades,	 however	 as	 Lazar	
(2006)	claimed,	it	is	important	to	note	that	the	relationship	between	advertising	
and	feminism	is	not	clear-cut;	ads	in	this	discourse	are	seldom	progressive	in	a	
genuine	 sense	 and	 they	 instead	 use	 feminist	 assumptions	 as	 commercial	
strategies.		
Postfeminist	 features	 have	 been	 acknowledged	 in	 popular	 culture	 and	
media,	especially	in	the	western	context,	but	also	globally	(Lazar	2006).	Germaine	
Greer	(1999)	demonstrated	how,	even	though	the	women’s	rights	movement	has	
indeed	 developed	 and	women	 have	 gained	more	 ground,	 a	 discrimination	 and	
exploitation	 of	 women	 still	 perseveres	 in	many	 basic	 areas	 of	 life	 and	 society	




ultimately	 turning	 it	 into	merely	a	style	or	attitude	 that	may	be	communicated	












cynically,	 but	 to	 the	 exquisite	 point,	 claimed	 that:	 ”Liberal	 feminism	 in	 the	
marketplace	has	both	provided	 a	 justification	 for	 self-indulgence	 (’Because	 I’m	
worth	 it’)	 and	 transformed	 a	 politics	 into	 a	 lifestyle	 accessory.”	 While	 Judith	





days	 before	 feminism	 became	 popular,	 but	 instead	 of	 embracing	 the	 feminist	
spirits	of	the	60’s	and	70’s,	it	seems	to	do	the	opposite;		
	






Gill	 (2003)	 in	 a	 similar	way	addressed	 the	popularisation	of	highly	 sexualising	
commodities	such	as	clothes	with	sexy	and	objectifying	slogans	plastered	all	over	
them	(has	anyone	missed	 the	 t-shirts	with	prints	 such	as	 “porn	star”	on	 them,	or	
sweatpants	with	the	words	“juicy”	written	on	the	back?),	and	questioned	how	young	
women	 not	 only	 want	 to	 pay	 for	 such	 clothes	 but	 indeed	 choose	 to	 present	
themselves	in	that	way	when	merely	decades	ago,	women	fought	for	the	rights	to	
not	be	objectified	and	reduced	to	sex	objects.	These	“updated”	representations	of	
women’s	 bodies	 are,	 she	 claimed,	 clearly	 a	 response	 to	 feminism	 and	 thus	
potentially	more	harmful	than	their	predecessors.	
In	the	context	of	consumption	and	marketing,	the	feminist	movement	has	
thus	 seemingly	 had	 a	 setback	 in	 recent	 decades,	 which	 undoubtedly	 also	
influences	other	social	and	political	spheres	in	society	(consider	for	instance	the	
many	 recent	 debates	 on	 rape	 culture	 that	 have	 blossomed	 all	 over	 the	world).	
However,	 Gill	 (2003)	 argued	 that	 it	 may	 perhaps	 not	 be	 that	 simple,	 that	 a	
backlash	is	merely	one	way	of	looking	at	it	while	another	paints	a	different	picture:	
the	construction	of	a	new	femininity	which	is	arranged	around	sexual	agency,	a	
shift	 away	 from	 sexual	 objectification	 to	 sexual	 subjectification	 with	 active,	
desiring	and	knowing	subjects	choosing	freely	to	objectify	themselves	seeing	as	it	
suits	their	“liberated”	interests.	











Wonderbra,	 gazing	 down	 smilingly	 at	 it,	 with	 the	 caption	 “Hello	 Boys”.	 This	
humorous	yet	objectifying	representation	placed	Herzigova	not	only	as	an	object	
for	male	desire,	 but	 also	 as	 a	 subject,	 actively	 using	 and	playing	 on	her	 sexual	
power.	Furthermore,	Robert	Goldman	 (1992)	argued	 that	during	 this	 time,	 the	
early	 90s,	 advertising	 was	 faced	 with	 three	 different	 challenges:	 first	 off,	 the	
increase	of	 “sign	 fatigue”	 (or	desensitization),	 secondly	 the	 increase	of	 “viewer	
scepticism”,	 especially	 concerning	 the	 younger	 viewers	who	 at	 this	 point	were	
more	media-savvy	consumers	than	the	previous	generations	and	the	first	ones	to	
grow	up	with	PC’s,	 cell	 phones	 and	 such.	This	made	 advertising	 adapt	 to	 their	
knowing	 and	 scepticism	 of	 ads,	 and	 begin	 producing	 ads	 that	made	 fun	 of	 the	
themselves	 and	 their	 status	 as	 ads	 (irony,	 anyone?).	 Third	 and	 lastly,	 ads	 also	
needed	 to	 begin	 addressing	 the	 feminist	 critiques	 that	 had	 been	 raised	 for	













way	 to	 equality,	 is	 this	 shift	 to	be	 interpreted	positively	 and	 celebrated?	 Some	
concerns	have	been	raised,	including	Gill	(2003,	2007)	who	argued	that	there	are	





Others	 excluded	 from	 the	 empowering,	 pleasurable	 address	 of	 midriff	
advertising	are	older	women,	disabled	women,	fat	women	and	any	woman	
who	is	unable	to	 live	up	to	the	 increasingly	narrow	standards	of	 female	
beauty	and	sex	appeal	 that	are	normatively	required.	These	women	are	
never	accorded	sexual	subjecthood.	The	figure	of	the	'unattractive'	woman	













"losing	 one's	 looks”...”and	 there	 is	 a	 very	 real	 physical	 terror	 which	 may	
accompany	 presentation	 of	 self	 as	 an	 object	 of	 desire	 –	 the	 fear	 of	 rape	 and	
violence	by	misogynist	males”	(Goldman	1992,	123).	Lastly,	the	notion	of	pleasing	




means	 a	 shift	 away	 from	 the	 external	 male	 gaze	 and	 into	 the	 self-policing	
narcissistic	 gaze,	 which	 arguably	 also	 means	 that	 the	 objectification	 and	
exploitation	is	deeper	seeing	as	it	has	become	internalised;		
	










who	 presented	 three	 shifts	 in	 total,	 that	 have	 occurred	 in	 magazines,	 ads	 etc.	
which	can	allow	for	an	understanding	of	why	the	discourses	of	sex	as	power	and	
freedom,	have	become	 the	 core	values	when	portraying	women.	The	 first	 shift	
they	 called	 “Sex	 as	 Dangerous”,	 and	 this	 included	 notions	 of	 sex	 as	 something	
taboo	and	threatening	which	therefore	was	used	so	as	to	challenge	conservative	




lifestyle,	 and	 that	 the	 discourses	 of	 sex	 as	 power	must	 be	 understood	 through	
these	discourses	seeing	as	in	modern	societies,	how	we	act	is	not	something	pre-
defined	 anymore;	 our	 behaviour	 is	 no	 longer	 prescribed	 to	 traditions,	 but	 to	
lifestyle	choices:	“This	is	a	new	way	of	expressing	identity,	created	by	marketing	
experts	in	the	1970s”	(Machin	and	Thornborrow	2006,	176).		
By	 using	 contemporary	 examples	 of	 ads,	 Gill	 (2008)	 examined	 and	
proposed	how	agency	and	empowerment	should	be	understood,	concluding	that	
female	sexual	agency	may	actually	be	 just	another	technology	of	regulation	and	
















agency”	 might	 be	 added	 as	 a	 necessary	 feature	 of	 postfeminist,	 neoliberal	
subjectivity.	Indeed,	the	“choice”	that	is	 implied	in	such	ads,	 is	arguably	a	more	
advanced	 form	 of	 oppression:	 “Not	 only	 are	 women	 objectified	 (as	 they	 were	
before),	but	through	sexual	subjectification	in	midriff	advertising	they	must	also	










subject	 dichotomy;	 subjects	 act,	 objects	 are	 acted	 upon.	 So	 even	 if	 you	
become	 the	 perfect	 object,	 the	 perfect	 sex	 object,	 you	 are	 perfectly	
subordinate	because	that	position	will	always	be	acted	on.	So	there	is	not	
power	 in	being	a	sex	object	when	you	think	about	 it	 logically.	 (Caroline	
Heldman	on	TedTalk)	
	
This	 discourse	 of	 choice	 and	 female	 sexual	 agency	 has	 also	 been	 dubbed	
(hetero)sex-positive	 postfeminism	by	 Sarah	 Projansky	 (2001,	 80),	who	 argued	
that	in	celebrating	the	male	gaze,	it	only	further	cements	heterosexuality	within	
postfeminism	as	depicted	in	media:	“Advertising,	in	particular,	contributes	to	this	
version	 of	 postfeminism,	 celebrating	 women’s	 ‘equality’	 and	 their	 access	 to	
‘choice’	 (feminism)”.	Advertising	 has	 arguably	 sought	 to	 connect	 femininity	 to	
feminism	as	a	way	of	making	them	substitutable	(Projansky	2001),	thus	turning	
feminism	 into	 a	 comfortable	 style	 instead	 of	 a	 “radical”	 ideology,	 or	 in	 other	



















Spears,	 the	Spice	Girls	and	other	 famous	belly	buttons	 that	us,	born	 in	 the	80s,	
grew	up	with).	Pierced	navels	were	common,	as	was	the	“whale-back”,	a	term	for	











This	 sexually	 assertive	 woman	 provided	 a	 new	 construction	 of	 femininity	
(Macdonald	1995)	and	according	to	Gill	(2007,	2008)	there	are	four	themes	that	
are	 central	 to	 midriff	 advertising:	 (1)	 The	 shift	 from	 sexual	 objectification	 to	






than	 any	 other	 attributes	 or	 skills	 that	 a	woman	might	 have.	 (3)	 Emphasis	 on	
empowerment:	this	theme	is	not	solely	related	to	the	midriff	but	is	part	of	a	larger	
shift	where	women	have	been	promised	confidence	through	buying	this	or	that	





the	 envy	of	 females.	 In	other	words,	 this	 is	what	Lazar	 (2006)	noted	 as	power	
femininity,	 and	 it	 signifies	 a	 postfeminist	 notion	 of	 women	 having	 achieved	
equality	 and	 need	 not	 struggle	 any	more.	 (4)	Distinct	 discourse	 of	 agency	 and	
choice:	arguably	this	theme	is	related	to	all	others	seeing	as	how	the	shift	towards	































has	 become	 a	 “postfeminist	 mantra”	 with	 different	 ideas	 of	 women	 pleasing	
themselves,	doing	various	things	such	as	getting	breast	implants,	injecting	their	
faces	 and	 bodies	 with	 various	 chemicals,	 posing	 for	 men’s	 magazines	 etc.,	 for	
themselves.	Even	though	some	women	of	course	do	choose	these	things,	it	is	still	
important	to	keep	in	mind	that	such	choices	and	decisions	are	not	made	within	






seeking	men’s	 approval	but	 as	pleasing	 themselves,	 and,	 in	doing	 so,	 they	 ‘just	
happen’	 to	win	men’s	admiration.”.	This	paradoxical	notion	suggests	 that	 there	
indeed	is	no	difference	between	what	women	want,	or	what	men	want	of	them.	
However,	 as	 Dee	 Amy-Chinn	 (2006)	 argued,	 the	 liberation	 discourse	 of	
postfeminism	 that	 allows	women	 to	 use	 their	 sexual	 powers	 do	 not	 hold	well	
against	 extensive	 research	 showing	 that	 heterosexual	 discourses	 are	 yet	 to	
challenge	any	assumptions	regarding	male	privilege.	Even	though	there	are	not	
necessarily	contradictions	between	what	women	or	men	want	in	(hetero)sexual	











Rather,	 the	 practice	 of	 sexual	 subjectification,	 being	 both	 a	 very	 specific	 and	
exclusionary	 practice,	 is	 also	 disregarding	 sexual	 pleasure	 which	 itself	 is	
irrelevant	 within	 these	 ads;	 ”it	 is	 the	 power	 of	 sexual	 attractiveness	 that	 is	













alone	 late	 at	 night,	 not	 to	 mention	 being	 in	 the	 midst	 of	 several	 men	 who,	
presumably	(being	New	Year’s	Eve	and	all),	have	been	drinking	heavily.	However,	








































specific	 norms	 and	 how	 they	 are	 broadly	 and	 practically	 enacted	 in	 the	
construction	of	 a	 gendered	 subject.	 Through	 enculturation	 these	performances	
become	naturalised,	therefore	preserving	the	heteronormativity,	however,	there	
are	 possibilities	 for	 bodily	 resistance	 against	 such	 norms.	 Butler	 (1990,	 1993)	
claimed	 that	by	 reiterating	 the	governing	norms	 they	may	be	maintained,	 thus	
subversion	may	be	possible	by	working	the	weakness	in	the	norm,	i.e.	reiterating	
imperfectly	in	order	to	gradually	dissolve	it.		
Moreover,	 these	 ideas	may	be	combined	with	 those	of	Shannon	Sullivan	
(2000)	 who	 claimed	 that	 habits	 inscribe	 the	 embodied	 self-in-the-world	 as	
various	 forms	 of	 conduct.	 Habit	 is	 what	 structures	 and	 constitutes	 bodily	
existence,	and	the	gendered	habits	are	 then	constructed	by	cultural	norms	and	
conventions,	thus	they	distinguish	the	bodily	conduct.	Habits	are	also	productive	
in	 that	 practicing	 them	 may	 allow	 for	 agency,	 self-	 as	 well	 as	 cultural	
transformation.	 In	a	sense,	both	Butler	 (1993)	and	Sullivan	(2000)	argued	that	
norms	 or	 habits	 require	 reiteration,	 and	 that	 they	 can	 be	 performed,	 ever	 so	
slightly,	in	different	ways	so	as	to	gradually	lead	to	transformation	in	the	grander	
scheme	 of	 cultural	 norms.	 Additionally,	 norms	 are	 idealised	 versions	 of	
themselves,	 thus	 perfect	 reiterations	 are	 impossible	 and	 every	 enactment	 is	
flawed.	 The	ways	 in	which	we	 embody	our	 culture	 and	 its	 norms	 is	 also	what	
reconfigures	it,	and	by	ever	so	slightly	re-tracing	our	steps	of	enactment	we	thus	
also	alter	them	through	these	habitual	engagements.	In	other	words:	“the	subject	
is	 conceived	 as	 subject(ed)	 to	 cultural	 norms	 that	 are	 in	 turn	 subjected	 to	
individual	 variations	 in	 their	 performance	 by	 bodies,	 bodies	 who	 are	 aged,	
gendered,	classed,	and	differentially	valued	according	to	these	norms”	(Schwaiger	
2009,	277).		
































Methodology, or:  



















As	 has	 been	 put	 forth,	 this	 story	 is	 based	 on	 a	 Poststructuralist	 Feminist	
framework.	Based	on	this	perspective,	meaning	is	constituted	through	language,	
and	meanings	can	therefore	also	vary	between	languages,	as	well	as	discourses	
within	 a	 language.	 Thus,	 the	 notion	 of	 individual	 subjectivity	 is	 not	 something	
fixed	 or	 stable,	 but	 rather	 “contradictory	 and	 open	 to	 constitution	 or	
reconstitution,	 through	 discourse,	 each	 time	 we	 think	 or	 speak”	 (Bristor	 and	
Fischer	1993,	521).	Furthermore,	this	perspective	draws	on	the	ideas	of	discourse,	
language	 and	 subjectivity	 in	 order	 to	 understand	 the	 power	 structures	 that	






















in	 the	 sense	 that	 it	 is	 not	 a	 reflection	 of	 inner	 female	 or	male	 foundations	 but	
instead	 stylised	 and	 repeated	 bodily	 acts	 (Butler	 1990)	 and	 language	 being	
performative	through	its	function	of	constructing	reality	(Foucault	1972).		
There	have	been	 several	 studies	 exploring	 consumer	perceptions	of	 ads	
without	 any	 or	 much	 acknowledgement	 of	 ideology	 (e.g.	 Orth	 and	 Holancova	
2004;	Fisher	and	Dubé	2005;	Dahl	et	al.	2009;	Chang	and	Tseng	2013;	Huhmann	
and	Limbu	2016;	Kyrousi,	 Panigyrakis	 and	Panopoulos	 2016),	 thus	 alluding	 to	
assumptions	that	advertising	images	can	and	should	be	studied	in	an	ideological	















but	also	and	principally,	 that	 it	springs	 from	a	desire	 to	disrupt	 the	status	quo.	
Although	some	claim	that	we	as	researchers	and	storytellers	should	be	objective	
and	not	place	values	on	our	work,	I	maintain,	and	will	argue	further	on,	that	this	

















Furthermore,	 according	 to	 poststructuralist	 feminist	 thought,	 “objective	
knowledge	 of	 reality	 is	 impossible”	 seeing	 as	 “all	 knowledge	 derived	 through	
experience	is	socially	constructed	by	historically,	socially	and	politically	shaped	
discourses”,	 and	 “knowledge	 claims	 tend	 to	 empower	 some	 and	 disadvantage	
others	 because	 they	 are	 shaped	 by	 dominant	 discourses”	 (Bristor	 and	 Fischer	
1993,	524).	Within	this	perspective,	particular	attention	is	paid	to	how	prevalent	
gender-related	 language	 forms	 what	 we	 see	 as	 objective	 knowledge,	 and	
“knowing”	is	itself	problematised	as	a	male-coded	sphere	of	action	(Flax	1990).	
Thus,	this	story	is	by	no	means	objective,	nor	does	it	seek	to	be	objective	seeing	as	
this	 is	 an	 impossibility.	 Instead,	 it	 seeks	 to	 explore,	 challenge	 and	 hopefully	
provide	some	opportunities	for	change.	
Feminist epistemology 
As	 put	 forth	 in	 the	 first	 chapter,	 the	 dominant	 perspective	 of	 knowledge	 and	
knowledge	creation	has	been	criticised	by	feminist	philosophers	due	to	its	gender-
blindness	and	androcentrism.	Feminist	epistemologies	instead	point	out	the	ways	
in	 which	 gender	 does	 and	 should	 influence	 notions	 of	 knowledge,	 knowing	
subjects	 and	 the	 practices	 of	 justification	 and	 examination.	 By	 identifying	 how	
dominant	 views	 and	 practices	 of	 knowledge	 acquisition,	 attribution	 as	well	 as	
justification	has	disadvantaged	women	(and	other	groups)	in	systematic	ways,	for	
instance	by:	not	allowing	them	epistemic	authority,	creating	theories	of	women	as	
inferior	 to	men	 or	 such	 that	 render	women’s	 interest,	 activities	 and	 gendered	





than	 one,	 traditions,	 such	 as:	 postmodernism,	 naturalistic	 epistemologies,	
pragmatism,	 feminist	 science	 studies,	 cultural	 studies	 of	 science,	 Marxist	
feminism,	object	relation	theory	etc.	All	of	these	will	not	be	covered	here	but	those	
that	have	inspired	and	influenced	this	story	will,	in	short,	be	presented.	
	 Starting	 off	 with	 Continental	 feminist	 epistemologies	 (e.g.	 Grosz	 1994;	
Alcoff	1996),	these	put	emphasis	on	the	ways	that	epistemic	norms,	practices	and	
products,	such	as	knowledge,	are	produced	by	and	constitutive	of	various	power	
relations.	As	 such,	 these	are	not	neutral,	which	does	not	necessarily	mean	 that	
they	 are	 false,	 but	 simply	 that	 power	 relations	 are	 involved	 in	 all	 knowledge	
products	and	practices:	“The	ideal	of	neutrality,	assumed	to	be	essential	to	good	
knowledge	practices,	 is,	 in	 fact,	 itself	 a	political	 construction”	 (Janack	2004,	no	
page	 number).	 It	 is	 necessary	 then	 that	 the	 re-construction	 of	 epistemic	 value	













and	 Witt	 1993;	 Potter	 1995),	 the	 thought	 of	 knowers	 being	 located	 within	
“epistemic	spaces”	has	been	developed	and	as	such	knowledge	is	claimed	to	be	








“objectivity”.	 These	modifications	must	 thus	 be	made	 so	 as	 to	 not	 commit	 the	
concepts	 to	 representational	 theories	 of	 mind	 and	 truth,	 but	 instead,	 as	 for	
instance	Donna	Haraway	 (1988)	argued,	 focusing	on	 situated	knowledges.	The	
emphasis	in	her	work	was	on	science,	as	a	form	of	rule-governed	storytelling,	with	
the	purpose	of	getting	to	the	truth,	which	according	to	her	notion	is	that	reality	is	
being	produced	by	human	material	practices.	 In	 this	notion	 then,	 the	 “facts”	of	
scientific	 inquiry	 are	 rather	 “artifacts”,	 meaning	 that	 they	 are	 bound	 up	 with	
various	processes	of	human	production.		
	 Lastly,	within	Feminist	Science	studies,	feminist	theorists	have	argued	that	
values	 are	 constantly	 present:	 whether	 in	 the	 construction	 of	 theories,	
justifications	 or	 evaluations	 of	 evidence	 (Longino	 1990;	Nelson	 1990;	Harding	
1991).	Hence,	feminist	science	studies	have	found	it	to	be	necessary	to	recognise	
the	ways	in	which	values	take	part	in	the	scientific	process,	in	order	to	develop	an	
epistemology	 that	 is	 less	 gender	 biased.	 By	 focussing	 on	 developing	
epistemologies	that	allow	for	critical	evaluation	of	the	often	shared	and	invisible	
values,	 such	 approaches	 thus	 highlight	 that	 what	 makes	 science	 good	 is	 not	
necessarily	 being	 value-free.	 Instead,	 good	 science	 is	 that	 which	 can	 critically	



























have	 third-person	 knowledge	 by	 interpreting	 the	 external	 symptoms	 or	
gaining	the	testimony	of	the	first	person.		




such	 knowledge	 is	 often	 tacit,	 intuitive	 and	 incompletely	 articulated.	
Seeing	 as	people	behave	differently	 towards	different	people,	 and	 those	
people	 also	 interpret	 behaviours	 differently,	what	 people	 know	 of	 each	
other	depends	on	these	different	relationships	that	they	have.	
All	 these	 examples	 affect	 knowledge	 in	many	 and	 different	ways,	 for	 instance:	
affecting	 the	 access	 to	 information	 for	 the	 knower,	 affecting	 the	 attitudes,	
standpoints	 of	 justification,	 authority	 of	 claiming	 beliefs	 and	 offering	 them	 to	
others,	 as	 well	 as	 affecting	 the	 assessment	 of	 what	 claims	 that	 are	 significant	
(Anderson	2011).	










female	 participants,	 and	 b)	 why	 choosing	 to	 include	 only	 feminist	 female	
participants,	may	be	answered	by	looking	at	Feminist	standpoint	epistemology.	
This	highlights	how	marginalised	groups	(socially,	politically	etc.)	reside	within	a	
position	of	epistemic	privilege	 regarding	social	 structures.	 Seeing	as	 those	 that	
exist	outside	of	the	dominant	groups	must	learn	not	only	how	to	get	along	within	
the	 dominant	 society,	 but	 also	 within	 their	 own	 world,	 they	 thus	 have	 an	














the	 ones	 who	 are	 able	 to	 use	 their	 ”outsider”	 perspective	 when	 viewing	 and	




representational	 cues	within	 the	 ads.	 The	 ideological	 context	 of	 this	 story	 is	 a	
feminist	 one	 as	 already	 stated,	 and	 this	 context	 binds	 the	 story	 from	 the	
theoretical	 point	 of	 departure,	 through	 the	 phenomenon	 (or	 problem)	 to	 the	
method	and	empirical	material	and	analysis.	Thus,	these	participants	were	chosen	
due	to	their	unique	perspective	and	ability	to	critically	examine	and	discuss	the	

























As	 a	 feminist	 endeavour,	 which	 is	 based	 on	 an	 action-oriented	 and	 “radical”	
ideology,	 this	 story	 is	 enmeshed	 with	 feminist	 values	 (not	 just	 my	 own,	 but	
overall)	 and	 as	 such	 it	 strives	 to	 be	provocative,	 it	 strives	 to	 be	 critical,	 and	 it	
strives	to	be	challenging.	Basically,	this	is	not	merely	a	story;	it	is	a	call	to	action.		











the	 time	 of	writing	 this),	 has	 been	 and	 still	 is	 very	much	 involved	with	 gender	
equality	strategies	and	goals	such	as	gender	equal	division	of	power	and	influence,	
economic	 gender	 equality,	 gender	 equal	 education	 and	 health	 as	well	 as	 other	
related	 issues.17	Women	 in	 Sweden	 first	 gained	 the	 right	 to	 vote	 in	 1919,	 and	





feminism	 and	 gender	 equality	 in	 Sweden	 is	 not	 a	 new	 or	 extremely	 radical	
perspective	but	rather	something	that	has	been	present	within	the	social	threads	
for	decades.	However,	that	is	not	to	say	that	Sweden	is	entirely	gender	equal,	but	
it	 gives	 an	 indication	 about	 how	Sweden	may	be	 different	 from	other	western	





find	 gender	 discriminatory	 (or	 unethical	 in	 some	 other	way).	 As	 an	 individual	
consumer,	one	has	the	possibility	of	reporting	ads	and	commercials	to	RO	who	in	
turn	 make	 decisions	 whether	 or	 not	 to	 “condemn”	 or	 “clear”	 the	 advert	 in	
question.	However,	it	is	ultimately	the	producers’	responsibility	of	removing	the	
ad	or	 ignoring	 the	decision	of	RO.	Regardless,	 ads	 that	do	get	 condemned	may	
receive	 much	 critique	 from	 the	 public	 and	 in	 the	 press.	 Furthermore,	 the	





however	was	 done	 after	 the	 interviews	had	been	 conducted	 and	 therefore	 the	
outcome	of	RO’s	decision	did	not	influence	the	participants.		
Choosing this context 

















Exploring	 female	 sexual	 agency,	 with	 its	 feminist	 connotations,	 in	
contemporary	advertising	within	a	Swedish	context	using	feminist	participants	is	














The	 fact	 that	 every	 object	 is	 constituted	 as	 an	 object	 of	 discourse	 has	
nothing	to	do	with	whether	there	is	a	world	external	to	thought,	or	with	
that	realism/idealism	opposition.	An	earthquake	or	the	falling	of	a	brick	is	
an	 event	 that	 certainly	 exists	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 it	 occurs	 here	 and	now,	





to	 power,	 which,	 as	 already	 discussed	 in	 the	 first	 chapter,	 is	 disciplinary,	
productive	and	pervasively	flowing	in	all	human	relations.	Furthermore,	Bristor	
and	Fischer	(1993,	521)	described	discourse	as	the	“historical,	social	and	political	
aspect	 of	 language	and	hence	of	 subjectivity.”	 In	 regards	 to	 subjectivity,	 this	 is	
understood	as	a	dialectical	process	of	subjectification:	a	continuous	 idea	where	
subjects	 are	not	 simply	 created	 through	discourse	but	 also	 subjected	 to	 it;	 “an	
individual’s	subjectivity	is	not	viewed	as	fixed	or	coherent”	(Bristor	and	Fischer	
1993,	521).	Discourse	may	produce	subject-positions	i.e.	whom	may	speak	from	a	
certain	 place,	which	 are	 structured	 into	 discursive	 formations	 created	 through	
discursive	practices:	many	discourses	may	be	competing	and	operating	within	the	
same	 milieu	 and	 are	 created	 through	 historical	 and	 cultural	 sets	 of	 rules	 for	
structuring	knowledge.	This	perspective	thus	offers	paths	of	examining	concepts	
such	 as	 agency,	 choice	 and	 power.	 It	 problematises	 issues	 instead	 of	 simply	
accepting	 things	 as	 “natural”,	 therefore	 offering	 possibilities	 for	 questioning	









constructing	 meaning.	 Furthermore,	 certain	 discourses	 support	 certain	 social	





what	 they	 do	 does”	 (Dreyfus	 &	 Rabinow	 1982,	 187).	 One	 of	 the	 principles	 of	
postmodernism	 that	 Mary	 Joe	 Frug	 (1992)	 identified	 was	 that	 the	 human	
experience	is	inescapably	located	within	language.	Thus,	power	may	be	exercised	











Similarly,	Butler	(1993,	2)	 takes	on	the	position	 that	 there	 is	nothing,	not	even	
biology,	that	is	left	as	extra-discursive;	no	aspect	of	the	human	experience	is	free	
from	 discursive	 norms	 and	 thus,	 sex	 is	 “one	 of	 the	 norms	 by	 which	 the	 ‘one’	
becomes	viable	 at	 all,	 that	which	qualifies	 a	body	 for	 life	within	 the	domain	of	
cultural	 intelligibility.”	By	 rejecting	 sexual	difference	as	biological	or	natural,	 it	
thus	becomes	open	to	new	interpretations	and	therefore,	while	still	constraining,	
it	may	never	fully	determine	what	we	may	or	may	not	do	with	it.	
In	 this	 story,	 the	main	purpose	 is	about	 looking	at	 the	different	ways	 in	
which	agency,	choice	and	power	are	discursively	constructed	 in	ads,	as	well	as	
discerning	 the	 discourses	 related	 to	 these	 constructions.	 By	 incorporating	
discourse	analysis,	the	focus	is	on	what	language	does	do.			
Discourse Analysis 





















The	 third	 stage,	Action	 orientation,	 includes	 a	 closer	 examination	 of	 the	
contexts	 that	 the	 constructed	 objects	 reside	 in.	 Here	 the	 focus	 is	 on	 the	










In	 the	 fifth	 stage	 the	 relationship	 between	 discourse	 and	 practice	 is	 in	
focus,	exploring	the	opportunities	for	action	based	on	the	discursive	constructions	

































sense	 of	 sex/sexuality	 was	 not	 explicitly	 portrayed,	 in	 order	 to	 provide	 some	
possibilities	for	comparison.			
Four	 of	 the	 ads	were	 from	 one	 of	 Calvin	 Klein's	 (CK)	 recent	 campaigns	
(#mycalvins),	one	was	from	American	Apparel,	one	from	Diane	von	Furstenberg	
and	two	from	an	Under	Armour	campaign	(I	will	what	I	want).		



























this	 ad	 featured	 a	 young,	 Caucasian	 model	 with	 long	 blonde	 hair	 (partly	
covering	her	bosom),	wearing	 jeans	and	a	bra,	sitting	on	a	bed	and	leaning	
forward,	one	arm	placed	downward	against	the	bed,	causing	her	large	breasts	







































standing	with	 the	back	 against	 the	 camera,	wearing	only	CK	underwear	
(what	 looks	 like	 somewhat	 “sporty”	 underwear),	 her	 back	 is	 slightly	















4) CK:	 "I	 am	 free	 #mycalvins”	 –	 at	 first	 glance,	 this	 ad	 features	 a	 young	
Caucasian	model	wearing	only	jeans,	standing	against	some	wall	curving	
her	body,	with	one	hand	covering	her	bare	breasts	and	 the	other	raised	
behind	 her	 head	 which	 is	 turned	 towards	 the	 camera.	 However,	 after	
further	inspection	it	is	clear	that	this	image	has	been	rotated	and	in	reality,	
she	 is	 actually	 lying	down,	 arching	her	back	away	 from,	what	 looks	 like	


































6) Diane	von	Furstenberg:	 "Self	Taught"	+	 "Self	made"	–	 this	 ad	 contains	 a	
two-page	spread	portraying	a	very	colourful	pattern	on	the	left	side	with	
the	first	tagline,	and	a	Caucasian	model	wearing	a	colourful	dress	(the	same	
as	 the	 pattern)	 on	 the	 right	 side	with	 the	 second	 tagline.	 The	model	 is	





































































is	 hanging	 loosely	 on	 her	 shoulders,	 she	 has	 her	 mouth	 closed	 and	 is	









feminist	 discourses	 in	 mind,	 intended	 to	 draw	 the	 audience	 in.	 One	 of	 the	
conclusions	 that	 Amy-Chinn	 (2006)	 made	 in	 her	 examination	 of	 postfeminist	
underwear	ads	is	that	text	is	crucial	for	positioning	a	brand	in	an	appealing	way	to	
women;	showing	them	that	buying	the	product	would	be	on	their	terms	and	not	

















Participants and procedure 
During	the	fall/winter	of	2016-2017,	individual	semi-structured	interviews	and	
focus	 group	 interviews	 were	 conducted	 with	 a	 total	 of	 38	 women	who	 called	
themselves	feminists,	ranging	between	the	ages	of	18-35.	The	participants	were	
recruited	via	a	closed	 feminist	Facebook	group,	and	before	 the	 interviews	 they	
were	asked	if	they	would	prefer	individual	or	focus	group	interviews	so	as	to	allow	
them	to	choose	themselves	what	mode	they	were	more	comfortable	with.	Based	
on	 their	 answers,	 they	were	 divided	 as	 such:	 11	 individual	 interviews	 and	 27	
divided	 into	 nine	 focus	 groups	with	 three	 participants	 in	 each	 group,	 thus	 20	
separate	interviews	in	total.	This	division	was	based	on	their	age,	so	as	to	allow	
for	a	more	neutral	and	equal	starting	point	(for	instance,	a	participant	of	18	might	





the	 19-20th	 interview,	 I	 could	 not	 detect	 any	 new	 themes	 or	 viewpoints	 and	
therefore	concluded	that	 theoretical	 saturation	had	been	achieved	and	that	 the	
material	was	enough	to	base	the	analysis	on.	




they	do	not	wish	 to,	 and	 that	all	of	 them	will	 remain	anonymous	and	assigned	










of	 all	 thanked	 them	 for	 agreeing	 to	 participate,	 underlining	 that	 they	 were	
welcome	to	say	whatever	they	felt	like	saying,	that	there	were	no	right	or	wrong	
















find	 out	 how	 ordinary	 people	 construct	 meaning	 in	 relation	 to	 a	 particular	
topic”…”we	 can	 work	 with	 transcripts	 of	 semi-structured	 interviews	 or	 focus	
group	 discussions	 alone.”	 In	 this	 case,	 seeing	 as	 the	 questions	 are	 about	 how	
feminist	 consumers	understand	 female	 sexual	 agency	 in	 contemporary	 ads,	 the	
two	chosen	methods	are	thus	arguably	suitable	for	this	type	of	analysis	and	they	
were	both	adopted	so	as	to	complement	each	other.		
Focus	groups	are,	 as	David	Silverman	 (2013)	 claimed,	 about	 individuals	
who	are	engaged	in	a	conversation,	thus	it	is	about	discussing	a	subject.	The	focus	
group	 participants	 all	 debated	 against	 as	 well	 as	 with	 each	 other	 and	 thus	
challenged	 each	 other’s	 perspectives;	 ”This	 process	 of	 arguing	means	 that	 the	
researcher	may	stand	a	chance	of	ending	up	with	more	realistic	accounts	on	what	
people	 think,	 because	 they	 are	 forced	 to	 think	 about	 and	 possibly	 revise	 their	










agreement,	 and	 many	 times	 the	 discussions	 were	 not	 just	 interesting	 and	









power	 relations	 between	 participants	 and	 researchers	 (Wilkinson	 1999;	
Tadajewski	 2016).	 As	 a	 moderator,	 my	 role	 was	 to	 moderate,	 at	 times	 ask	
questions	and	if	need	be,	move	the	discussions	along.	
I	chose	to	use	focus	groups	for	this	endeavour	because	they	allowed	me	to	















(for	 instance	 thoughts,	 attitudes,	 opinions	 etc.)	 and	 also	 the	 interaction	 of	 the	
participants	(Wibeck	2010).	Viewed	from	a	social	constructionist	perspective,	the	
focus	of	analysis	is	on	the	constructions	and	negotiations	of	the	participants,	the	
discourses	 and	 “the	 ways	 in	 which	 social	 inequalities	 are	 produced	 and	
perpetuated	 through	 talk”	 (Wilkinson	1999,	 237).	Ultimately,	 the	 focus	 groups	
Overview: Focus Group Participants 
Alias Age Interview Form of Feminism 
Chelsea 24 Focus group 1 Liberal/intersectional feminist 
Daria 21 Focus group 1 Sex-negative radical feminist 
Parker 22 Focus group 1 Intersectional feminist 
Cassidy 31 Focus group 2 Intersectional feminist 
Debbie 28 Focus group 2 No particular “feminist-label” 
Hayden 32 Focus group 2 No particular “feminist-label” 
Bailey 26 Focus group 3 Communist feminist 
Florence 30 Focus group 3 Radical/socialist feminist 
Margot 30 Focus group 3 No particular “feminist-label” 
Calla 33 Focus group 4 “Everyday feminist” 
Lais 34 Focus group 4 No particular “feminist-label” 
Odessa 31 Focus group 4 Radical feminist 
Aida 28 Focus group 5 Intersectional feminist 
Billie 25 Focus group 5 Intersectional feminist 
Madison 27 Focus group 5 No particular “feminist-label” 
Fay 33 Focus group 6 Liberal feminist 
Kylie 27 Focus group 6 Intersectional feminist 
Naima 27 Focus group 6 No particular “feminist-label” 
Dawn 28 Focus group 7 Queer & intersectional feminist 
Elba 24 Focus group 7 Liberal feminist 
Riley 29 Focus group 7 Social-liberal feminist 
Leah 22 Focus group 8 Intersectional feminist 
Nelle 22 Focus group 8 Intersectional feminist 
Skye 24 Focus group 8 Socialist/intersectional feminist 
Haley 23 Focus group 9 Queer & intersectional feminist 
Jaime 18 Focus group 9 Radical and liberal feminist 









proved	 to	 be	 a	 very	 rewarding	method	 for	 this	 subject,	 not	 only	 based	 on	 the	






own,	 and	 it	 is	 perhaps	 not	 as	 common	 to	 discuss	 ads	 with	 others	 as	 it	 is	 to	





the	 agenda	 and	 possible	 questions	 to	 ask	 and	 also	 consider	 how	 to	 build	 the	
rapport	with	the	interviewee	so	as	to	make	them	feel	comfortable	enough	to	speak	
their	minds	in	my	presence	alone.	This	type	of	interviewing	is	very	reliant	on	the	
rapport	 between	 the	 participant	 and	 the	 researcher	 seeing	 as	 it	 incorporates	










Overview: Individual interview Participants 
Alias Age Interview Form of Feminism 
Abigail 22 Individual Intersectional feminist 
Blair 24 Individual No particular “feminist-label” 
Gabrielle 32 Individual Left-liberal feminist 
Jael 32 Individual Intersectional feminist 
McKenzie 23 Individual No particular “feminist-label” 
Nora 31 Individual No particular “feminist-label” 
Penelope 25 Individual Intersectional feminist 
Rae 35 Individual No particular “feminist-label” 
Sabra 29 Individual Radical and queer feminist 
Silas 32 Individual Left-wing feminist 











question	 is	 what	 drives	 the	 interview.	 Although	 there	 is	 a	 need	 for	 balance	
between	allowing	the	participant	to	talk	freely	and	at	the	same	time	keeping	the	







the	 comments	 made	 by	 the	 participants,	 as	 well	 as	 applying	 them	 to	 further	
questions.	 This	 then	 allowed	me	 to	 double	 check	 that	 I	 had	 understood	 their	









and	 explain	 their	 points.	 Some	 participants	 found	 it	 very	 easy	 to	 talk	 by	






By	 the	 end	 of	 it,	 all	 of	 them	 seemed	pleased	 and	 again	 thanked	me	 for	 having	
participated	in	an	interesting	and	fun	interview.		
Of	 course,	 there	 are	 not	 only	 benefits	 to	 using	 focus	 groups	 and	 semi-
structured	individual	interviews;	such	methods	are	arguably	based	on	gathering	
“manufactured”	data	(Silverman	2013).	Thus,	 the	question	to	be	asked	 is:	what	
kind	of	knowledge	may	be	gathered	 from	using	 these	methods?	Can	 I	 really	be	
certain	that	the	participants	said	what	they	actually	thought,	or	if	they	just	said	
what	they	felt	comfortable	saying	out	loud	in	that	synthetic	setting?	This	can	never	
be	 fully	 known,	 however	 in	 accordance	 with	 feminist	 epistemologies,	 the	
knowledge	gathered	from	such	interviews	is	situated	knowledge,	thus	it	is	arisen	
based	on	the	situated	knowers	(the	participants)	in	that	specific	context.	Usually	
in	 regards	 to	 qualitative	 analysis,	 the	 material	 is	 taken	 at	 “face	 value”	 (Willig	















interview	 questions,	 the	 type	 of	 questions	 mostly	 used	 throughout	 all	 focus	
groups	 and	 semi-structured	 interviews	 were	 evaluative	 questions:	 questions	
about	 the	 participants’	 feelings	 towards	 the	 advertisements.	 Such	 types	 of	
questions	can	be	either	vague,	for	instance:	“How	do	you	feel	about	this	advert?”	
Or	 they	 can	 be	more	 specific,	 e.g.	 “Do	 you	 find	 this	 advert	 to	 be	 sexualising?”	
However,	in	the	different	types	of	interviews,	descriptive,	structural	and	contrast	
questions	were	also	used	to	some	extent	and	what	was	important	throughout	all	
interviews	was	ensuring	 that	 the	questions	 felt	 relevant	and	meaningful	 to	 the	
participants.	
The	 individual	 interviews	 ranged	 from	 1-2	 hours	 and	 the	 focus	 group	
discussions	 were	 about	 2-3	 hours	 long.	 All	 interviews	 were	 audio	 recorded,	
transcribed	and	analysed	following	the	six	stages	of	discourse	analysis	provided	
by	Willig	(2013),	they	were	also	conducted	in	Swedish	and	the	quotes	that	have	
been	 used	 in	 the	 analysis	 have	 been	 translated	 to	 English.	 The	 material	 was	





objects	 stemmed	 from	 a	 theoretical	 point	 of	 departure;	 as	 was	 argued	 by	 Gill	
(2008),	empirical	studies	are	required	in	order	to	understand	the	meaning	of	the	
shift	 in	 advertising.	 Furthermore,	 based	 on	 the	 readings	 of	 the	 material,	 the	
analysis	was	allocated	 into	 four	themes:	Normativity,	Freedom	and	Choice,	Gaze	









what	 could	be	experienced	and	 felt	 from	 the	various	 subject	positions	 that	 the	
models	in	the	ads	were	placed	in	(by	the	participants).		
This	particular	method	was	chosen	because	it	allows	for	an	analysis	that	










potential	 positions	 and	 actions	 are	 both	 limited	 and	 freed	 up	 by	 discourse.	
However,	 utilising	 this	 type	 of	 discourse	 analysis	 is	 only	 one	 potential	 way	 of	
interpreting	 this	 material,	 reflexivity	 is	 thus	 imperative	 and	 as	 a	 researcher	 I	




valuable	 part	 of	 the	 story,	 and	 I	wanted	 to	make	 sure	 the	 participants’	words,	
without	which	the	analysis	would	not	be	possible,	received	their	rightful	space	in	
















Normativity, or:  













I	want	 in	my	 calvins”	 and	 “I	 arouse	 in	my	 calvins”.	 The	quotes	 that	 have	been	
selected	for	analysis	all	include	different	notions	and	constructions	of	normativity;	
thus,	 they	 are	 meant	 to	 be	 complimentary,	 and	 together	 they	 form	 a	 more	
comprehensive	 construction	 and	 understanding	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	
normativity	and	female	sexual	agency.			
The	 participants	 criticised,	 scrutinised	 and	 discussed	 the	 ads	 in	 various	
ways,	and	different	instances	of	Normativity	were	brought	up	both	explicitly	and	




























filtered	 beautiful	 image	 of	myself	 in	 front	 of	 Sacré	 Coeur,	 no,	 I	 post	 an	
























oneself	 within	 this	 narrow	 space	 is	 not	 “an	 exercise	 of	 power”,	 seeing	 as	 this	

















therefore	be	 related	 to	wider	 feminist	discourses	 that	 encourage	women	 to	 go	
against	the	normative	male	gaze	and	reinvent	femininity	and	sexuality.	However,	
breaking	norms	and	thus	exercising	power	is,	as	already	claimed,	not	an	easy	task	
to	do	 seeing	as	norms	are	 enforced	and	 socially	 instituted	 (Butler	1990;	 Stone	































when	 she	 chooses	 to	 do	 so	 within	 the	 ruling	 “skinny	 white	 bitch”	 ideal,	 she	
therefore	does	not	exercise	any	power	because	she	is	not	challenging	the	status	
quo	 but	 instead	 willingly	 chooses	 to	 remain	 within	 the	 narrow	 and	 familiar	













by	 the	rules	 instead	of	breaking	them	which	would	have	meant	opening	up	 for	
other	possible	subject	positions.	However,	seeing	as	the	model	 is	still	an	agent,	






When	 it	 comes	 to	 the	 last	 and	 most	 speculative	 stage	 of	 analysis,	
subjectivity,	we	can	only	guess	what	the	subjective	experiences	are	based	on	the	
above	constructions.	If	power	is	something	one	can	take	by	breaking	norms,	such	





ideal	may	produce	 feelings	of	being	 liked,	accepted,	attractive	and	 feeling	good	
about	oneself.	However,	such	feelings	are	not	necessarily	all	that	positive	when	









also	 mean	 taking	 power	 away	 from	 brands	 and	 advertisers	 such	 as	 CK,	 and	















































However,	 as	 opposed	 to	 Silas,	 Rae	 here	 did	 not	 seem	 to	 imply	 that	 the	
model	had	the	same	responsibility	over	the	ad	but	rather	that	CK,	as	the	producer	
of	the	image,	bears	the	responsibility	over	how	they	choose	to	sell	their	clothes:	


















normativity	 that	 conditions	 the	 ad	 to	 appear	 as	 being	 free,	 when	 in	 fact,	
paradoxically,	that	same	normativity	is	what	constrains	her	and	strips	her	of	her	
freedom.	 Again,	 this	 relates	 to	 Åkestam’s	 (2018)	 claims	 as	 discussed	 in	 the	
previous	quote:	Freedom	does	not	mean	abiding	by	the	patriarchal	norms.		












Based	 on	 these	 constructions	 then,	 we	 can	 speculate	 that	 what	 may	
subjectively	be	felt	is	a	sense	of	compliancy,	and	therefore	acceptance.	As	stated	
in	the	previous	section,	residing	within	the	idealised	norms	may	lead	to	feeling	
















































the	 context	 of	 the	 “rest	 of	 the	world”.	 In	 this	 construction	 then,	 it	may	also	be	
interpreted	 that	 sexual	 objectification	 is	 done	 according	 to	 the	 ruling	 norms,	





















































in	 this	 context,	 it’s	 skinny,	 it’s	 relatively	 large	 breasts,	 it’s	 like	 slightly	
visible	ribs…	I’ve	seen	it	before,	a	million	times	or	so.	
	
Although	 this	 image	 is	designed	 to	 look	 (or	 at	 least	 suggest)	 as	 if	 the	model	 is	
taking	the	image	herself	in	the	form	of	a	selfie,	Daria’s	first	thought	was	that	this	
representation	was	 in	 fact	not	 the	way	 the	model	would	 represent	herself,	but	














distinction	between	a	business	portraying	 a	woman	 in	 this	way,	 and	 a	woman	






one	 wants	 is	 here	 constructed	 as	 something	 norm-breaking,	 something	
challenging,	 something	 different	 and	 perhaps	 even	 unexpected;	 “I’ve	 seen	 it	





















































way	 that	 guys	 use	 to	 have”,	 thus	 implying	 that	 for	 women,	 being	 “atypically	
feminine”	 and	 instead	 more	 masculine,	 results	 in	 gaining	 more	 power.	
Furthermore,	 the	 sexualisation	 is	 “on	 her	 terms”	 due	 to	 her	 non-normative	
appearance,	in	other	words	she	is	a	sexual	subject	who	decides	over	her	own	body	











non-normative	appearance,	 therefore,	 it	 is	a	condition	based	on	how	she	 looks,	















































































Abigail:	 yeah	 I	 think	 that	 is	why	 I	 interpret	 it	more	as	powerful	 at	 first	







becomes	 a	 power	 position.	 Immediately	 after,	 Abigail	 mentions	 the	 non-
normative	features	of	the	model,	her	skin	tone	and	hair.	The	first	construction	may	
relate	 to	 the	 typical	 and	 normative	way	 that	women	 are	 usually	 portrayed;	 as	
found	in	Goffman’s	(1979,	40)	visual	analysis	where	he	claimed	that	women	most	
often	were	portrayed	in	more	submissive	poses	(like	lying	down	in	beds,	on	floors	
etc.),	 while	 on	 the	 other	 hand	 “holding	 the	 body	 erect	 and	 the	 head	 high	 is	




features	 mean	 more	 power	 than	 normative	 ones.	 Abigail	 further	 discussed	
underwear	ads	and	pointed	out	 that	women	are	usually	portrayed	as	sexy	and	
submissive,	thus	this	ad	was	more	positive	seeing	as	it	went	in	another	direction	
(except	 for	 the	 tagline	 using	 the	 word	 “arouse”).	 Even	 though	 underwear	 are	










This	 indicated	 that	 underwear	 (due	 to	 advertising),	 and	 specifically	 women’s	
underwear	is	constructed	as	sexual	pieces	of	clothing,	therefore	making	it	difficult	
for	underwear	ads	 to	not	be	sexualising.	At	 first,	 it	seemed	that	Abigail	did	not	








everyday	 articles	 of	 clothing,	 it	 could	 be	 discussed	why	 advertising	must	 take	
something	 and	 turn	 it	 into	 something	 else;	 even	 though	 the	 model	 is	 not	
interpreted	as	being	explicitly	sexy,	they	nevertheless	must	make	sure	to	include	
the	element	of	sex	and	therefore	do	it	in	the	copy	instead.		







long	 flowing	 hair,	 for	 a	 woman,	 it	 seems	 to	 have	 the	 opposite	 effect.	 What	 a	
difference	some	hair	makes!		
On	 the	 one	 hand,	 constructing	 power	 as	 being	 related	 to	 norms	 and	
therefore	by	breaking	norms	also	gaining	power	could	be	related	to	wider	feminist	







In	 the	 subject	 position	 that	 the	model	 has	 been	 placed	 in	 based	 on	 the	
above	constructions,	i.e.	one	of	being	non-normative	and	thus	being	powerful,	it	














































































that	 one	 has,	 something	 that	 still	 can	 influence	men,	 and	 yeah,	 I	 don’t	
know,	I	wish	one	didn’t	have	to	use	that	power.	
Moderator:	why	do	you	wish	that?	






















of	 power	 becomes	 questioned	 after	 reading	 the	 text	 in	 the	 image	 “I	 arouse	 in	
#mycalvins”	seeing	as	it	then	is	interpreted	as	if	the	model	cannot	just	“exist	for	
herself”	but	instead	is	there	“in	order	to	make	a	man	excited”	and	thus	becoming	








an	object”	 and	 similar	 to	Chancer	 (1998)	 regarding	 sexual	 capital,	 this	 form	of	
power	“disappears	with	age	and	stuff”	according	to	Penelope,	and	is	therefore	“not	
sustainable	 in	 the	 same	way	 other	 forms	 of	 power	 are”.	 Sexual	 power	 is	 thus	
constructed	as	a	fleeting	form	of	power,	reserved	for	women	that	they	may	use	
(when/if	 they	 are	 young	 and	 beautiful)	 in	 order	 to	 influence	 men.	 Such	
constructions	 may	 be	 linked	 to	 wider	 feminist	 discourses	 related	 to	 the	
Patriarchal	Panopticon	where	women	must	abide	by	the	ruling	norms	of	beauty	
and	sexuality	(e.g.	Bartky	1990;	Åkestam	2018).		
	 This	 position	 of	 being	 a	 sexually	 (em)powered	 agent,	 allows	 the	model	
more	control	and	confidence	over	herself,	yet	she	is	at	the	same	time	restrained	to	
her	sexuality	and	must	thus	be	desirable	in	someone	else’s	eyes;	as	soon	as	that	




how	she	 should	 stand,	but	 just	 in	 the	pose	 I	do	 think	 she	 is	 radiating	a	 sort	of	
power.”	Therefore,	it	can	be	argued	that	while	this	model	does	reside	within	the	
Patriarchal	Panopticon,	 just	 like	 the	previous	one,	she	seemingly	still	has	more	
power	and	agency	within	that	limited	space	due	to	her	non-normative	features.			








this	 case,	 sexual,	 ”I	 arouse”	 (Riley:	Oh	 I	 didn’t	 even	 read	 it!),	 the	 image	
































and	 the	 only	 power	 one	 ascribes	 to	 women,	 sexual	 power,	 and	 that	
becomes	 darned	 problematic	 like	 that	 women	 do	 not	 have	 any	 power	
anywhere	else	but	they	have	power	over	men’s	sexuality	and	like,	it	gets	
really	wrong	when	it	says	“I	arouse”,	so	there,	so	no,	yeah	sure	then	she	





sexual	 power	 then	one	would	perhaps	 rather	 have	 social	 influence	 like	











was	 stretching	 her	 body	 and	 her	 head	 was	 like	 lifted	 upward	 and	 she	























sure	 then	 she	does	have	power,	 a	 sexual	power,	 and	 that	power	doesn’t	 really	









sexuality	 to	 gain	 power	 and	 get	 her	way.	 However,	 based	 on	 the	 participant’s	
discussion,	 they	did	not	 interpret	 this	position	as	being	particularly	positive	or	
open	 to	 possibilities	 seeing	 as	 this	 form	 of	 power	 was	 said	 to	 basically	 mean	
nothing;	i.e.	even	though	this	model	may	have	a	sexual	power,	this	will	not	help	
























and	 because	 of	 that	 she	 was	 immediately	 placed	 within	 the	 Patriarchal	




(still)	 constructed	 as	 being	 gendered	 and	 masculinity	 inherently	 means	 more	
power	than	femininity.	As	Morrissey	sang,	“is	it	really	so	strange?”	–	Arguably,	it	
is	not.	As	we	have	seen	in	the	first	chapter	of	this	story,	by	excluding	women	from	
the	main	 plots	 and	 always	 using	men	 as	 the	 heroes,	 the	 norm,	 by	 discursively	
turning	 women	 into	 second	 sex	 citizens,	 by	 constructing	 dualisms	 and	 pitting	
femininity	against	masculinity,	coupling	the	latter	with	power	and	the	former	with	
submissiveness,	 it	 is	 not	 strange	 at	 all	 that	women,	 even	 feminist	women,	 still	
make	these	associations	and	constructions.	Discourses	and	language	do,	after	all,	








about	 themselves	 when	 they	 objectify	 themselves:	 as	 females,	 this	 is	 what	
patriarchy	has	conditioned	them	to	do	and	feel	(Åkestam	2018).	The	rewards	for	
abiding	by	the	rules,	for	being	sexy	in	accordance	with	the	male	gaze,	are	those	
nice	 and	 fuzzy	 feelings	 of	 admiration.	 However,	 if	 we	 are	 ever	 to	 change	 the	
narrow	 ideals	 and	 norms,	 such	 temptations	 must	 be	 resisted,	 challenged	 and	
reinvented.	As	discussed	in	this	chapter,	it	is	possible	to	take	power	by	challenging	














be	 truly	 possible	 to	 claim	 that	 what	 we	 do	 is	 really	 for	 ourselves,	 that	 if	 we	
objectify	ourselves,	we	are	doing	it	for	our	own	sake	and	not	because	of	someone	





as	how	advertising	 and	media	 is	 an	 important	part	 of	 culture,	 affecting	people	
consciously	and	subconsciously,	it	is	therefore	significant	for	this	industry	to	also	
expand	the	representations	of	people.	If	women	were	depicted	in	more	ways	than	
sexy,	 if	 beauty	 was	 not	 so	 narrowly	 defined,	 it	 would	 thus	 become	 easier	 for	
people	to	make	different	choices	without	the	fear	of	shaming	and	backlash.			














power	 is	 the	 only	 form	 of	 power	 ascribed	 to	women,	which	 becomes	 “darned	
problematic”.	Although	it	may	be	seen	as	an	improvement	from	being	a	sex	object,	




















Freedom & Choice, or:  









which	 is	 especially	 related	 to	 feminist	 discourses	 of	 empowerment	 and	 choice	
feminism.	It	may	prove	significant	to	find	what	links	and	interpretations	feminists	




Armour’s	 ad	 featuring	 Giselle	 Bündchen,	 all	 of	 which	 received	 particularly	
interesting	discussions	and	interpretations	relating	to	Freedom	and	Choice.	Again,	
the	quotes	that	have	been	selected	for	analysis	are	complementary	as	they	all	add	
to	 the	 construction	 and	 thus	 provide	 a	 more	 solid	 understanding	 of	 the	
relationship	between	the	theme	of	Freedom	&	Choice	and	female	sexual	agency.	
	











































Cassidy:	and	then	if	 it	(the	photo)	were	 landscape	it	would	have	 looked	
worse.	
Hayden:	exactly,	cause	now	it’s	like,	some	form	of,	eh,	power	position,	but	
when	you	actually	 turn	the	 image	 like	 it	was	 from	the	start,	 then	 it	 just	
looks	like	she	is	lying	down	naked	and,	thrown	away	somewhere.	(Cassidy:	
mm).	





























intertwined	 and	 dependent	 upon	 each	 other.	 Another	 important	 aspect	 in	 the	
construction	is	the	perceived	age	of	the	model;	the	participants	thought	she	looked	
very	young,	thus	implying	that	youth	and	maturity	are	also	connected	to	freedom	
and	choice.	Furthermore,	 the	ad	 itself	 is	perceived	 to	be	directed	 towards	men	
thus	 positioning	 the	 model	 as	 eye-candy	 for	 the	 male	 gaze	 and	 consequently	







that	 should	 not	 be	 coerced.	 Furthermore,	 being	 “cornered”	 also	 means	 that	
freedom	 is	 constructed	 based	 on	 the	 available	 bodily	 movements	 and	 that	 it	
























away	 somewhere”.	 Such	 discussions	 relate	 to	 the	 discourses	 of	 violence	 and	
victimisation	 as	 described	 by	 Fine	 (1988).	 Although	 there	 are	 always	 possible	






















not	being	 free	 to	 choose	but	having	 to	 subjugate	oneself	 in	order	 to	 survive,	 it	
could	be	 speculated	 that	what	 one	 feels	 is	 fright,	 loss	 of	 control,	 perhaps	 even	
anxiety	and	powerlessness.		










































lying	 down	 on	what	 appears	 to	 be	 some	 kind	 of	 stone/concrete	 outdoors,	 the	
freedom	 that	 this	 ad	wanted	 to	 convey	with	 its	message	of	 “being	 free	 in	ones	
Calvins”,	 did	 not	 get	 across.	 Instead	 the	 interpretation	 included	 vibes	 of	












the	 nuts.”	 Furthermore,	 similar	 to	 the	 previous	 quote	 there	 is	 also	 a	 sense	 of	












Similar	 to	 the	 above	 constructions,	 this	 position	 is	 very	 limited	 and	 with	 few	
choices;	the	model	is	an	object	that	others	have	placed	there,	and	that	others	may	





























































the	 photographer	 “in	 a	 willing	 way”	 and	 seeking	 his	 (cause	 of	 course,	 it	 was	
interpreted	 that	 the	 photographer	was	male)	 approval.	 Thus,	 the	model,	 even	
though	being	in	a	limited	position	lying	down	like	that	and	not	being	entirely	free,	
did	still	 seem	to	have	some	form	of	choice	 in	 the	matter	seeing	as	she	was	not	
under	any	immediate	threat.	This	construction	also	meant	that	the	model	had	a	
form	 of	 sexual	 capital,	 however	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 female	 sexual	 agency,	 the	
“agency”	part	is	questionable	seeing	as	“this	is	to	make	someone	aroused	by	seeing	





This	position	may	also	be	related	 to	 the	discourse	of	victimisation	 (Fine	
1988)	 seeing	 as	 these	 constructions	 turns	 her	 into	 an	 object	 that	 someone	 is	
basically	 deciding	 over,	 rather	 than	 a	 freely	 choosing	 subject.	 Being	 in	 such	 a	
position	may	again	feel,	if	we	speculate,	rather	powerless	and	with	limited	control	
over	the	situation.		
Bound by diet 































Parker:	 yeah,	 but	not	 free	 enough,	 or,	 she	 still	 has	 to	 cover	her	nipples	
(Chelsea:	mm),	I	don’t	know,	but	it	get	so	weird…she	is	also	very,	like,	she	
is	probably	not	free	from	having	to	go	on	a	diet	in	order	to	maintain	this	



















































freedom,	 and	 arguably,	 ones	 that	 are	 uncomfortable	 and	 weird	 do	 not	 signify	
freedom.		
Moreover,	Chelsea	stated	that	 the	model	was	at	 least	 free	 from	having	a	
bra,	but	as	Parker	immediately	disputed,	that	was	still	not	entirely	freeing	seeing	
as	 she	 still	 had	 to	 cover	 her	 nipples.	 Again,	 this	 relates	 to	 the	 free	 the	 nipple	












strategies	 for	 self-monitoring	 and	 self-disciplining	 ”docile	 bodies”.	 Thus,	 the	









free	 agent	 but	 an	 object	 that	 CK	 has	 chosen	 to	 display	 in	 this	 way.	 However,	
resistance	is	possible	and	she	could	choose	to	stop	dieting,	not	lie	down	however	
CK	 wants	 and	 refuse	 to	 pose	 half-naked	 or	 refuse	 to	 cover	 up	 her	 breasts	 –	
however,	 such	 choices	 could	 arguably	 mean	 that	 she	 would	 not	 have	 been	
displayed	in	this	ad	at	all.	Thus,	in	this	small	little	advertising	universe	in	which	
this	model	resides,	for	her	to	be	in	this	ad,	she	must	abide	by	the	rules	set	up	by	




powerlessness,	 most	 likely	 also	 hunger,	 and	 perhaps	 even	 a	 fear	 of	 not	 being	
accepted	if	one	does	not	abide	by	the	rules	that	have	been	set	up.	
























or	 think	outside	of	 the	box	 it	might	as	well	have	been	an	 intersectional	































(1972/2008)	 put	 forth	 is	 applicable,	 and	 in	 this	 instance,	 it	 seems	 that	 both	




















sexy”,	 for	 an	 advertising	 purpose,	 which	 thus	 relates	 to	 pornography	 and	




Here I am, tada!  

















like,	yeah	photo	course	 in	high	school	 sexy	picture	 (they	 laugh),	 I	don’t	
know,	a	picture	 like,	but,	one	cannot	 really,	or,	 I	do	not	understand	 the	
purpose	of	the	picture…	
Calla:	 I	 think	 she	 almost	 looks	 mostly,	 she	 is	 the	 one	 who	 looks	 most	
relaxed	and	natural.	
Lais:	it	doesn’t	feel	like	a	model	image	(Calla:	no),	 like	classic,	cause	she	























in	 the	 image,	 but	 the	 text	 feels	 very	 strange,	 her	 gaze	 radiates	 more	
























































was	 the	one	exuding	 the	most	natural,	neutral	 look,	as	 if	 she	had	not	gotten	as	
much	directives	as	the	other	models	“but	just	“here	I	am,	tada!””.	In	that	position,	
which	was	 interpreted	 as	more	 free	 and	 powerful,	 the	 options	 available	were	
endless:	she	could	have	been	anything,	and	whatever	that	was	it	would	have	been	
her	own	choice:	“it	feels	like	if	you	look	at	her	you	feel	her	gaze	saying	that	she	is	
like,	 it	 does	not	 say	 that	 she	has	done	 something	 she	 regrets	or	 something	 for	
someone	else,	regardless	she	is	happy	with	the	choice,	that	she	is	the	one	happy	





























something	she	regrets	or	something	 for	someone	else,	 regardless	she	 is	
happy	with	the	choice,	that	she	is	the	one	happy	with	the	choice.		
Calla:	but	I	also	think	that	it	matters	greatly	if	they	are	doing	an	ad	for	a	







Lais:	 and	 then	 somewhere	 the	 interpretation	 gets	 changed	 when	 one	
knows	that	it	was	not	plastic	surgery	she	was	selling,	 it	can	be	like	this,	
yeah	but	 it	would	have	been	 a	nice	 coverage	 story	behind	 it	 if	 she	had	
bought	plastic	surgery	herself	or	whatever	but	that	she	at	least	was	there	
and	wanted	to	show	others	that	one	can	do…but	then	we	don’t	know…but	





















exotification”	 of	 a	 woman	 from	 Bangladesh,	 and	 nothing	 else.	 Therefore,	 the	
purpose	of	an	advertisement	may	alter	interpretations	and	it	thus	matters	greatly	
what	 a	 specific	 image	 is	 used	 for	 when	 we	 interpret	 it.	 Similar	 to	 Abigail’s	
response,	this	being	an	advertisement	for	women’s	clothing	here	constructs	the	
image	and	the	position	of	 the	model	as	 less	 than	a	 freely	choosing	subject,	and	
more	of	an	object	on	display.		
The	inspiration	that	could	be	felt	at	the	beginning	of	the	discussion	quickly	
dissipated,	 and	 the	 participants	 seemed	 to	 be	 more	 frustrated	 and	 negatively	









Nelle:	Oh	God,	 for	 fuck	 sake…this	 is	 just	 so	 sexualised!	 Like,	 is	 this	 not	
American	Apparel?	I	think	so,	but	yeah,	I	don’t	know	what	to	say…	
Leah:	 no	 but	 I	 think	 it	 feels	 like	 a	 very	 strong	 sexualisation	 of,	 like	 the	






that	 she	 is	 barely	 wearing,	 or	 her,	 or	 just	 her	 breasts,	 or	 like?	 I	 don’t	
know…I	think	it	was	a	very	strange	image.	
































was	 constructed	 as	 something	 negative	 especially	 due	 to	 the	 copy	 ”Made	 in	
Bangladesh”	which	 they	 associated	with	 clothing	 factories	 and	minimum	wage	





Additionally,	 they	 also	 discussed	 the	 nipples	 being	 partly	 hidden	which	
paradoxically	made	it	more	sexualising	than	if	they	had	been	fully	displayed.	This	
is	due	to	the	connotations	of	the	nipples	being	”forbidden”,	and	therefore	alluding	
to	 the	 free	 the	 nipple	movement	 as	well	 as	 Berger’s	 (1972/2008)	 discussions	
regarding	nude	versus	naked.	In	this	instance,	the	model	is	nude,	not	naked,	seeing	















































































is	 an	 ad	 for	 clothes,	 as	 the	 participants	 understood	 from	 the	 start,	 they	 also	
claimed	that	the	only	point	to	this	image	is	to	have	the	model	being	naked:	”one	
can	 perhaps	 only	 see	 5%	 of	 the	 jeans	 then,	 they	 just	 want	 her	 nakedness”.	
However,	because	of	the	constructions	of	the	model	being	a	product,	an	object,	she	
is	 of	 course	 not	 naked	 but	 instead	 she	 is	 nude	 (Berger	 1972/2008).	 This	






how	 they	 fit	 her”	 –	 again	 this	 very	 much	 constructs	 her	 as	 having	 no	 agency	
whatsoever	seeing	as	”they”	are	the	ones	in	complete	control	being	able	to	display	
her,	 she	 is	 not	 even	 able	 to	 button	 her	 own	 jeans	 but	 that	 is	 referred	 to	 as	
something	”they”	could	have	done.	Basically,	the	model	is	just	a	mannequin.		
Being	 in	such	a	subject	position	means	 that	one’s	choices	are	very	 limited,	one	













one.	What	 can	be	 felt	 from	 such	 a	 position	 is,	 speculatively,	 feelings	 of	 fear,	 of	
enslavement,	of	anxiety	and	oppression.		

























































like	pouty	 lips	 in	 that	way,	 she	has	her	mouth	slightly	open	and	 looks	 into	 the	
















Seeing	 as	 these	 constructions	 of	 agency	 are	 not	 linked	 to	 sexuality,	 the	
concept	of	female	sexual	agency	is	thus	not	valid	here	but	instead	one	might	speak	
of	a	female	agency.	This	also	means	that	the	wider	discourses	discerned	here	are	











not	 check	 the	 necessary	 and	 original	 formulation	 of	 empowerment	which	 also	
includes	social	 justice.	Regardless,	 the	subject	position	that	 these	constructions	
have	placed	the	model	in	is	one	with	endless	possibilities:	as	an	agent,	not	caring	
what	others	think	means	that	the	world	is	her	oyster	and	she	has	the	“power	to	be	




The	 theme	of	Freedom	and	Choice	 is	a	 fascinating	one	when	 it	 comes	 to	 female	
sexual	agency,	seeing	as	it	is	riddled	with	paradoxes:	on	the	one	hand	the	models	
in	 these	 ads	 should	 convey	 a	 sense	 of	 freedom	 by	 being	 displayed	 half-naked,	
while	on	 the	other	hand	 they	are	not	 even	allowed	 to	 actually	be	naked.	While	
wanting	 to	convey	a	sense	of	 freedom	and	choice,	 the	 first	 two	ads	seem	to	 fail	
because	they	do	not	manage	to	take	the	idea	all	the	way	through.	In	both	these	ads	
the	breasts,	which	arguably	are	still	parts	of	the	female	body	that	are	sexualised	
in	our	 culture	 (whether	we	want	 them	 to	be	or	not)	 are	 covered	either	by	 the	
models’	 hands	 or	 the	 copywriting.	 Indeed,	 as	was	 pointed	 out	 by	 some	 of	 the	
participants,	it	would	have	been	more	freeing	had	the	breasts	been	displayed	as	
is,	uncovered.	The	discussions	pertaining	to	the	nudity	of	the	models	were	related	






latter	 is	 merely	 a	 naked	 body.	 Arguably,	 it	 is	 quite	 difficult,	 if	 not	 completely	
impossible	 to	 display	 naked	 bodies	 in	 advertising	 without	 turning	 them	 into	
nudes,	seeing	as	advertising	is	about	selling	something,	and	by	selling	something	





























The	 American	 Apparel	 ad	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 received	 more	 mixed	
interpretations,	 mostly	 due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 many	 participants	 at	 first	 did	 not	





the	 typically	 horny	 or	 lustful	 way	 that	 female	 models	 often	 do.	 Just	 literally	
standing	 straight,	 looking	 casually	 into	 the	 camera,	 constructed	 her	 as	 having	
more	agency	and	power	in	some	cases,	but	unfortunately,	that	became	muddled	
and	 eventually	 lost	 due	 to	 her	 being	 topless	 in	 an	 ad	 for	 selling	 clothes,	when	
indeed,	there	was	no	good	reason	for	it.		
In	 addition,	 the	 Under	 Armour	 advert	 featuring	 Giselle	 showcased	 that	
freedom	 and	 choice	was	 constructed	 as	 something	 un-related	 to	 sexuality	 and	
instead	connected	to	not	giving	a	damn	what	others	think.	This	would	entail	that	
having	 agency	 means	 also	 having	 the	 confidence	 to	 stand	 tall	 and	 be	 oneself,	
regardless	 of	 external	 peer	 pressures;	 something	 that	 for	many,	 if	 not	most,	 is	
easier	said	than	done.	In	this	case,	it	did	not	matter	that	the	model	was	standing	
half-naked	 clad	 in	 only	 sports-underwear,	 the	 amount	 of	 skin	 shown	 does	 not	
automatically	 sexualise	 a	 woman	 but	 it	 matters	 greatly	 how	 that	 woman	 is	
represented,	which	in	this	case,	was	in	a	more	casual	rather	than	sexual	way.		
Lastly,	 it	 also	 became	 rather	 clear	 during	 the	 discussions,	 that	 context	
matters	greatly,	and	in	the	context	of	advertising,	Freedom	&	Choice	are	 for	the	
most	part	constructed	as	being	based	on	the	brands,	producers	and	the	purpose	
behind	the	 images,	 rather	 than	the	models	 in	 them;	at	 least	 in	 the	cases	where	
freedom	and	choice	was	related	to	 the	sexuality	of	 the	model.	Even	though	the	
























Gaze, or:  













participants.	 However,	 in	 Gill’s	 (2008)	 examination	 of	 midriff	 advertising,	 the	
aspect	of	the	models’	gaze	is	missing.	Therefore,	in	this	chapter	we	shall	focus	on	
the	gaze,	the	eyes,	the	facial	expressions	of	the	models,	and	examine	how	these	
have	been	 interpreted	by	 the	participants;	 how	 female	 sexual	 agency,	 and	 thus	
notions	of	power,	agency	and	subjectivity	are	constructed	based	on	the	gaze.	We	
shall	do	this	by	looking	at	the	ads	“I	am	powerful	in	#mycalvins”	by	CK,	“Self	taught	
Self	 made”	 by	 Diane	 von	 Furstenberg	 and	 Under	 Armour’s	 ad	 featuring	Misty	
Copeland.	
	 The	 quotes	 chosen	 for	 analysis	 in	 this	 chapter	 all	 include	 various	
constructions	pertaining	to	the	gaze	and	facial	expression	of	the	models,	and	all	
combined	 thus	 form	 a	 better	 grasp	 of	 how	 this	 theme	may	 be	 related	 to	 and	
significant	for	how	female	sexual	agency	is	perceived	and	understood.		



















































to	McKenzie	until	 she	 reads	 the	 text	 “I	 am	powerful	 in	#mycalvin”,	which	 thus	
makes	her	take	a	stand	and	decide	that	no,	the	model	is	in	fact	not	powerful	“she	
is	just	sexualised”.	McKenzie	argued	that	because	it	looks	like	the	model	has	been	


































by	Fine	(1988)	 is	 indeed	still	missing	here	as	well,	even	though	 it	was	perhaps	
intended	to	be	perceived.	This	then	leads	to	the	power	again	being	constructed	
from	 within	 a	 male	 gaze	 and	 conditioning	 the	 female	 model	 to	 look,	 act	 and	
position	herself	 in	 a	 very	 specified	way,	 turning	 her	more	 into	 a	 prop	 or	 even	
victim	(Fine	1988)	rather	than	an	agent.		




play	 well	 into	 the	 hands	 of	 the	male	 gaze,	 perhaps	 feeling	 accepted	 and	 even	
complacent	 is	 possible	 in	 this	 instance.	 Yet,	 as	Åkestam	 (2018)	 argued,	 feeling	



































































very	 powerful,	 but	 the	 image	 or,	 the	 signal	 I	 get	 is	 not	 powerful,	 but	 rather	
submissive	and	also	very	sexualised.”	Although	the	model	may	feel	powerful	here,	
due	to	the	construction	of	power	not	being	linked	to	sex,	feelings	of	self-efficacy	
are	 simply	 not	 enough	 for	 Rae	 to	 interpret	 power.	 As	 discussed	 in	 the	 third	
chapter,	empowerment	is	not	simply	an	individual	project	of	gaining	power,	but	
rather	about	social	justice.	Thus,	the	constructions	of	power	may	here	be	linked	to	












Nelle:	 The	 first	 thing	 I	 think	 of	 are	 the	 other	 ads	 by	 CK,	 they	 feel	 very	
sexualised	and	I	think	this	one	does	too,	cause,	she	has	this	sensual	gaze,	
and	it,	and	I	think	it	has	a	lot	to	do	with	the	light	as	well,	that	it	is	supposed	
to	 be	 sensual…but	 then,	 it	 would	 have	 been	 more	 sensual	 if	 she	 had	
















































submissive	 mainly	 due	 to	 three	 aspects:	 her	 gaze,	 her	 body	 position	 and	 the	
lighting	in	the	image.	First	off,	her	gaze	was	interpreted	as	“sensual”,	thus	again	
alluding	 to	 the	 idea	 of	 the	model	 trying	 to	 be	 alluring	 and	pleasing	 for	 a	male	
spectator,	 i.e.	 the	 presence	 of	 a	male	 gaze	 can	 be	 found.	 Later	 on,	 it	 was	 also	

















While	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 this	model	 is	 not	 averting	 her	 eyes	 but	 looking	 at	 the	
viewer,	she	is	doing	so	over	her	shoulder	thus	hiding	parts	of	her	face,	specifically	
her	mouth.	Arguably	then,	she	cannot	“speak”,	but	may	only	communicate	with	
her	 eyes,	which	 in	 turn	 are	 sensual:	while	 her	 eyes	may	 say	 “yes”,	 her	mouth	





against	 the	 viewer,	 which	 in	 turn	 shows	 submissiveness.	 This	 then	 constructs	
power	as	standing	up	straight,	facing	forward,	in	a	sense,	claiming	the	space	rather	
than	averting	from	it	and	making	oneself	“smaller”.	This	relates	to	Wex’s	(1979)	
photography	 series,	 indicating	 how	 feminine	 body	 postures	 are	 about	making	
oneself	smaller,	harmless	and	taking	up	less	space	than	masculine	bodies	(more	






























position,	 her	 possibilities	 and	 options	 are	 limited;	 she	 is	 bound	 up	 in	 the	












































they	most	 often	 don’t	 stand	 like	 that,	 and	 same	 thing	 always	when	 it’s	
women	and	scantily	clad	women	in	ads	then	you	should	emphasise	certain	
things,	you	should	emphasise	the	breasts	or	butt	or	legs	or	something	and	






































Moderator:	 and	 that	 adds	 something,	 something	 else?	
Bailey:	yeah	I	think	that	you	see	the	underwear	more,	when	it’s	not	a	lot	of	



























her	 standing	 in	 the	 shadow:	 ”in	 some	way	 it	 feels	more	 uninviting.”	 Thus,	 the	
environment	 and	 lighting	 also	 play	 an	 important	 part	 when	 interpreting	 and	
constructing	notions	of	power	and	agency.	Another	important	aspect	that	Bailey	
touched	 upon	 is	 the	 objectification	 and	 specifically	 the	 body	 cropping	 style	 of	
objectification	that	has	been	(and	still	is)	popular	when	depicting	female	models:	
“always	 when	 it’s	 women	 and	 scantily	 clad	 women	 in	 ads	 then	 you	 should	
emphasise	 certain	 things,	 you	 should	 emphasise	 the	 breasts	 or	 butt	 or	 legs	 or	
something	and	it	doesn’t	feel	like,	there	is	nothing	special	that,	I	don’t	think	that	











As	 for	 female	sexual	agency,	 it	 could	be	argued	that	 this	 is	present	even	
though	 the	model	was	not	 interpreted	as	being	sexualised	 in	 the	 first	 instance.	
However,	 later	 on	 in	 the	 discussion	 it	 becomes	 clear	 that	 the	model	 is	 still,	 of	
course,	a	very	attractive	woman	“otherwise	if	they	didn’t	want	to	sexualise	they	
could	have	chosen	whoever	 if	 it	had	been	only	about	 the	underwear”.	Thus,	as	













sense	 of	 objectification	 or	 male	 gaze,	 the	 model	 is	 not	 interpreted	 as	 being	
sexualised:	being	sexualised	is	thus	constructed	as	being	submissive	and	pleasing	
for	someone	else	(men),	and	it	includes	notions	of	objectification.		
In	 this	 subject	 position	 that	 the	 participants	 have	 placed	 the	 model,	 it	
would	arguably	feel	quite	freeing	and	powerful;	to	be	able	to	stand	up	for	oneself	
and	 with	 just	 a	 gaze	 tell	 people	 to	 “piss	 off”	 when	 one	 does	 not	 want	 to	 be	
confronted	or	bothered.		













































she	 wanted	 it	 looks	 like	 she	 would	 just	 leave”.	 Furthermore,	 due	 to	 the	 body	
position,	 having	her	 back	 against	 the	 viewer,	 this	 also	meant	 that	 she	was	not	
perceived	as	“exposed	and	objectified”,	 therefore	also	allowing	the	model	more	
power	and	agency	seeing	as	“she	has	her	back	against	so	she	could	just	walk	away.”	





facing	 a	 wall,	 so	 if	 she	 where	 to	 walk	 away,	 she	 would	 have	 to	 go	 sideways.	
Arguably,	 by	 having	 her	 back	 against	 the	 viewer,	 Gabrielle’s	 interpretation	
suggests	 that	 it	 is	 easier	 to	walk	 away	when	 facing	 a	 different	 direction,	 even	
though	that	does	not	entail	walking	forwards.)	
Contrary	to	 the	discourse	of	violence	and	victimisation	(Fine	1988),	 this	














questioned	in	this	construction:	 firstly,	 the	model	 is	still	wrapped	up	in	a	 fairly	





























which	 this	position	 is	 in	power	 is	when	sex	 is	 involved;	 there	 is	nothing	 in	 the	
above	construction	 that	suggests	 that	 the	model	would	have	any	other	 form	of	
power	than	sexual.	Therefore,	this	subject	position	can	also	be	argued	to	be	rather	
limiting:	 the	 model	 is	 only	 a	 sexual	 subject,	 her	 thoughts,	 feelings,	 attributes,	
hopes	and	dreams	that	have	nothing	to	do	with	sex,	are	irrelevant.		












Jael:	 mm…I	 like	 that,	 I	 think	 she	 exudes	 a	 lot	 of	 power,	 and	 foremost	






















to	 the	 models’	 occupation	 as	 a	 ballerina	 yet	 not	 displaying	 a	 stereotypically	
ballerina-like	appearance:	“traditionally	feminine	and	sweet	and	pink	an	fluffy”.	
Power	has	to	do	with	self-esteem	and	how	one	expresses	oneself,	which	here	was	




looks	 more	 like	 an	 athlete	 which	 is	 unfeminine,	 she	 has	 abs,	 unfeminine”	
therefore	 constructing	 power	 as	 having	 to	 do	with	 gender	 norms	 and	 by	 not	
abiding	 to	being	 a	 stereotypically	 feminine	woman	means	one	 is	perceived	as	
more	powerful.		
Additionally,	 the	 “pretty	 princess”	 comment	 is	 related	 to	 fairy	 tale	
discourses	where	the	princess	is	always	(or	at	least	usually)	someone	who	is	just	

















is	 here	 related	 to	 being	 atypically	 feminine,	 it	 also	 relates	 to	 normativity	 as	
discussed	 in	 the	 first	 chapter:	 power	 and	 gender	 norms	 are	 very	 much	
interrelated	 in	 this	ad,	 and	 it	 is	because	 the	model	 is	 less	 feminine	 that	 she	 is	
interpreted	 as	 being	 more	 powerful.	 Thus,	 this	 relates	 to	 a	 stereotypically	







in	 this	 ad	 seeing	 as	 the	 model	 cannot	 be	 said	 to	 be	 a	 midriff,	 but	 is	 rather	
something	entirely	different:	 she	 is	 a	powerful	 subject,	without	 the	use	of	her	
sexuality.	
Being	in	such	a	subject	position	allows	her	more	options	and	possibilities,	
she	 is	 not	 restrained	 like	many	 of	 the	 other	models,	 not	 having	 to	 subjugate	
herself	or	abide	by	someone	else’s	rules.	From	such	a	position,	we	can	speculate	
that	 feelings	 of	 confidence,	 of	 self-efficacy	 and	 pride	 would	 be	 possible	 and	
probable.	 In	 this	 instance	 then,	 based	 on	 these	 constructions,	 this	model	 thus	
displays	a	 female	agency	 that	does	not	relate	 to	or	 is	not	dependent	upon	her	
sexuality;	she	has	power	because	of	what	she	expresses	which	is	not	being	sexy,	
but	instead	being	confident	and	atypically	feminine.		





































facial	 expression,	which	 in	 this	 case	was	 expressed	 as	 “very	 determined”.	 The	
participants	found	that	there	was	a	point	to	this	ad,	i.e.	she	was	wearing	sports	





Furthermore,	 this	 image	was	 not	 described	 as	 sexy	 or	 sexualising,	 thus	
these	constructions	cannot	really	be	connected	to	female	sexual	agency,	but	rather	
female	agency,	or	perhaps,	just	agency.	Seeing	as	she	is	an	agent,	a	subject	by	her	
own	 accord,	 not	 having	 to	 rely	 on	 her	 appearance	 or	 sex	 appeal,	 this	 subject	
position	 is	basically	 the	most	unrestrained	of	 all	 that	we	have	 seen	 so	 far.	Her	











































Again,	 this	 group	 interpreted	 strength	 in	 this	 image,	 and	 it	 was	 not	 merely	
pertaining	to	her	physical	strength	but	to	her	facial	expression:	“when	you	look	at	
the	face	you	see	she	is	confident	and	determined	it’s	like	she	has	a,	she	just:	“I	will	
crush,	 I	 will	 own”,	 is	 what	 I	 think	 when	 I	 look	 at	 her	 face”.	 This	 strong	 gaze	
determines	 her	 agency	 and	 “dominates	 the	 image”,	 thus	 power	 is	 again	
constructed	as	being	related	to	gaze.	Furthermore,	her	appearance	and	gaze	also	
made	 the	participants	 feel	 like	Misty	 looked	 “un-ballerina	 like”;	 stereotypically	
ballerinas	 are	 perhaps	 not	 visualised	 as	 very	 strong,	 determined	 and	 with	 a	
dominating	 gaze,	 however	 this	 non-conformist	 representation	 was	 proven	
positive	based	on	the	group’s	reactions	and	interpretations.		
Furthermore,	 the	 text	 was	 also	 briefly	 discussed,	 and	 whereas	 other	









cluttered:	 “it	 is	 so	 fucking	much	 text	 to	 get	 in	 order	 to	 understand	 the	whole	
message”.	 However,	 luckily,	 Misty’s	 gaze	 managed	 to	 break	 through	 all	 that	
cluttered	text,	and	therefore	it	was	interpreted	that:	”	this	is	not	a	victim	anyway”.	
As	 opposed	 to	 so	many	 of	 the	 other	models	 in	 the	 ads	 that	were	 selected,	 the	
discourse	of	victimisation	(Fine	1988)	was	not	present	here;	instead	what	all	the	
constructions	lead	up	to	are	an	active	and	strong	agent	in	charge	of	her	own	self.		


























Lais:	 it	 is	 the	 gaze,	 and	 that,	 so	 to	 speak,	 the	 pose	 from	 the	waist	 and	
upward	for	me,	she	is	muscular,	she	is	standing	with	the	arms	straight,	she	
is	not	trying	to,	I	don’t	know	what	one	could	have	done	to	be	seductive	in	







































as	 this	 seemed	 to	detract	 something	 from	her	 strength	 and	 instead	 add	 to	her	


























































































Furthermore,	 her	 body	 position	 and	 the	 angle	 of	 the	 photo	 was	 also	
claimed	 as	 pertaining	 to	 her	 power	 seeing	 as	 she	was	 sitting	 “upright”	with	 a	
“straight	forward,	slightly	under	perhaps”	angle.	When	we	have	been	fed	so	many	
images	 of	women	 lying	down,	 in	 uncomfortable	positions,	with	 the	 angle	 from	
above,	it	is	perhaps	not	surprising	that	an	image	like	this	then	becomes	a	breath	
of	 fresh	 air.	 For	 these	 participants	 the	 producers	 of	 the	 ad	 have	 arguably	
succeeded	 in	 selling	 an	 idea	 of	 agency	 and	 power	with	 their	 feminist-inspired	
copy.	Yet	still,	as	Kylie	claimed	towards	the	end,	there	was	still	something,	some	
slight	hint	of	sexualisation	that	they	just	had	to	include	with	the	leg	being	slightly	

































As	 McKenzie	 claimed,	 although	 the	 models’	 eyes	 in	 CK’s	 “I	 am	 powerful	 in	































models	 because	 they	 were	 then	 not	 bound	 by	 the	 Patriarchal	 Panopticon,	 by	
having	to	subjugate	themselves,	be	seductive	or	such	for	someone	else,	but	they	
could	 instead	own	 their	own	gazes.	Furthermore,	 in	 these	 instances	where	 the	
gazes	 were	 interpreted	 as	 powerful,	 the	 constructions	 also	 alluded	 to	 being	
gendered:	power	was	time	and	time	again	constructed	from	within	a	masculine	
discourse	 of	 violence	 and	 physical	 strength.	 Models	 who	 exuded	 typically	
masculine	traits	such	as	having	muscles,	looking	determined,	being	assertive	etc.	






















of	 course	 also	 to	 fairy	 tale	 discourses	 which	 arguably,	 most	 often	 have	 quite	
normative	and	strict	views	on	gender;	i.e.	a	princess	most	often	sits	around	and	
























































Claiming space, or: 












taking	 up	 less	 space;	 however,	 a	 thorough	 analysis	 of	 this	 occurrence	 in	 Gill’s	
(2008)	 discussion	 regarding	 female	 sexual	 agency	 and	 midriff	 advertising	 is	
lacking.	Therefore,	the	theme	of	this	chapter	is	Claiming	space,	and	it	will	explore	
how	such	notions	relate	to	and	construct	agency	as	well	as	power,	therefore	adding	
to	 our	 current	 understanding	 of	 female	 sexual	 agency	 in	 contemporary	
advertising.		
The	 ads	 that	 arose	most	 of	 the	discussions	 around	 claiming	 space	were	
Diane	von	Furstenberg’s	ad	“Self	taught	–	Self	made”,	CK’s	ads	“I	arouse”	and	“I	am	
powerful”,	thus	these	have	been	selected	for	analysis.	The	quotes	that	have	been	
used	 all	 include	 different	 constructions	 of	 both	agency	 and	power	 as:	 claiming	
space,	taking	up	more	space,	standing	out,	not	blending	in	or	being	a	wallflower,	
making	oneself	bigger	rather	 than	smaller,	 stretching	rather	 than	crouching,	as	
well	as	being	present	and	in	control.		
Wallflower 
















Lais:	 yeah	 maybe	 she	 has	 designed	 the	 pattern	 herself,	 it	 can	 be,	 like	






does	 not	 feel	 like	 she	 is	 an	 agent	 in	 the	 image	 so	 it	 is	 in	 some	 way	
contradictory	in	my	eyes,	even	if	one	thinks	that	like	if	one	imagines	a	story	






































that’s	what	 it	 is	 supposed	 to	portray	and	be	 like	no,	no	own	agent,	 she	
doesn’t	do	anything	she	just	looks	pretty	and	blends	into	the	background,	
it,	no,	no	power	at	all.	




























































































as	 having	 power,	 as	 not	 being	 a	 passive	 pretty	 object	 that	 just	 blends	 in	 but	
someone	who	has	the	capacity	to	stand	out	and	be	active.			











one	 should	 fit	 into	 the	mould”,	 “what	 they	 say	 is	 “look	willing”,	 like,	 in	 slightly	
different	ways…like,	“be	like	this,	buy	this,	you	will	become	this	if	you	buy	this”.”	
Such	discourses	of	empowerment,	is	as	has	been	discussed	in	chapter	three	quite	
common	 especially	 in	 postfeminist	 advertising;	 ”Liberal	 feminism	 in	 the	
marketplace	has	both	provided	a	 justification	 for	 self-indulgence	 (’Because	 I’m	
worth	it’)	and	transformed	a	politics	into	a	lifestyle	accessory.”	(Talbot	2005,	168).	





Later	 on	 in	 the	 discussion,	 some	 other	 interesting	 and	 colourful	 stories	
arose	from	the	participant’s	interpretations:	“the	way	she	is	sitting	back	and	like	
a	secretary	waiting	for	the	boss	to	help	himself”,	“I	am	just	waiting	for	someone	
















instead	 she	was	 seen	as	 a	passive	 sex	object	with	no	 initiative,	 no	personality,	
merely	blending	in,	being	pleasing	and	waiting	for	a	man	to	take	her	away.	These	
constructions	scream	out	male	gaze,	and	in	the	position	that	the	participants	have	
placed	the	model,	 the	choices	are	 few	and	 limited;	essentially,	she	may	only	sit	
there	waiting.	 Arguably,	 that	must	 feel	 quite	 boring	 as	well	 as	 frustrating;	 not	
being	able	to	claim	space,	being	oneself	or	doing	anything	for	oneself	but	having	
to	wait	for	others	to	sort	it	all	out.		



















difficult,	 she	 looks,	 I	don’t	know,	 she	has	 the	same	pattern,	as	has	been	
















image	seeing	as:	”she	is	 just	sitting	there	 looking	at	the	viewer,	 it’s	not	 like	she	
does	anything”,	thus	it	was	not	clear	what	it	was	that	she	had	taught	herself	to	do,	
but	 instead	 the	copy	was	merely	 there	 to	sound	good,	not	necessarily	meaning	
anything.	 However,	 Nelle	 claimed	 that	 there	 was	 confidence	 in	 her	 gaze,	 that	
perhaps	the	model	knew	something	the	viewer	did	not,	thus	alluding	to	her	having	
some	 form	 of	 agency,	 even	 though	 it	was	 perhaps	 not	 all	 that	 clear.	 However,	
seeing	as	 the	dress	has	 the	same	pattern	as	 the	 “wall”	on	 the	 first	page,	 it	was	




it	 is	ambiguous	whether	or	not	a	woman	 in	an	 image	has	power,	 she	probably	
doesn’t	seeing	as:	“because	if	it	is	a	picture	of	a	woman	with	power,	then	it	usually	
stands	 out.”	 This	 then	 constructs	 power	 as	 something	 that	 is	 unambiguous,	





in	 this	 ad,	 and	 ads	 in	 general,	 was	 the	 comment:	 “one	 cannot	 waive	 that	 one	
resides	in	a	world	where	women	do	not	usually	get	to	look	powerful	in	pictures”,	
the	buzzwords	 in	 this	 sentence	being	 ”get	 to”	 thus	alluding	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 the	
model	does	not	have	agency	seeing	as	it	is	others	(producers	of	the	ad)	who	decide	
whether	 or	 not	 she	 ”gets	 to”	 look	 powerful	 or	 not.	 Paradoxically	 then,	 if	 the	
producers	did	allow	the	model	to	look	powerful,	would	that	then	really	be	power	
or	simply	a	mirage	of	power?	Regardless,	these	constructions	may	be	related	to	


























and	 feels	 strong,	 and	 then	 the	 text	 too	 that	 she	 is	 aware	of	what	 she	 is	
doing,	like	she	knows	exactly	what	she	is	doing,	that	she	gives	someone	a	
feeling	by	looking	this	way,	like…I	think.	















the	 arms	 up	 like	 this	 it’s	 a	 bit	 like	 a	 power	 gesture,	 like	 “I	 am	 a	 bit	





























(This	 was	 followed	 by	 a	 discussion	 regarding	 the	 copy	 in	 this	 and	 the	
previous	ad,	eventually	concluding:)	
Billie:	for	me	I	do	not	think	that	it	is	so	much	the	matter	of	the	copy,	or	I,	I	









language	 is	a	bit	 like	she,	 takes	more	space,	 like	she	 is	 taking	a	breath”,	 in	 this	
instance	”taking	a	breath”	i.e.	filling	your	lungs	with	air	means	expanding	the	body	
which	thus	leads	to	taking	up	more	space.	Then	her	gaze	is	also	described	as	being	












Thus,	here	 it	become	clearer	 that	all	of	 these	themes	together	are	a	part	of	 the	
































































Stretch out and wait 













Cassidy:	 yeah	 I	 really	 actually	 think	 that	 her	 body	 posture…could	 have	
been	powerful,	but	it’s	the	thing	with	the	head	like,	that	it	 is	bent	down	
(Debbie:	mm),	ehm,	like,	like	some	sort	of	servant	or	like,	one	of	those,	like	
I	 get	 the	 image	 in	my	head	of	 like	Chinese	people	who	are	bowing	and	





Hayden:	 I	 think	 that	 she	 is	 rather	 like,	 eh…yeah	but	 like	 a	 set,	 set	 gaze	
and…but,	but	with	the	seducing,	cause	if	she	is	that	seducing	with	her	gaze	

























they	want	to	show	the	back	cause	 it	 is	 the	cool	part	of	 this	bra,	 like	the	
model	of	this	bra.	









Similar to the previous quote, this one also contains several of the themes that combined 
tell an interesting story about submissiveness. For starters, the participants argued and 
discussed that the gaze of the model exuded a form of shyness and seduction and was 
“submissive-deluxe”, thus inferring yet again that gaze is significant when assessing 
agency and power. Furthermore, the theme of claiming space was noticeable when the 
participants began talking about the way the model was standing in this ad, her body 
posture as well as the position of her head:  
 
Hayden:	…	if	she	had	stood	with	her	back	straight	and	the	arms	forward	
instead	of	back,	 and	up	with	 the	 chin,	 it	would	have	been	a	 completely	
other	thing.	
…	



























Putting	 oneself	 in	 a	 submissive	 position	 because	 one	 is	 frightened	 and	 not	 in	
control	 means	 not	 having	 agency,	 thus	 it	 is	 not	 part	 of	 the	 space-claiming	
construct.	Additionally,	being	“sold”	can	be	linked	to	discourses	of	objectification,	
as	 if	 the	model	 is	merely	a	product	bought	and	sold	 to	and	 fro.	As	an	object,	 a	
product,	one	does	not	have	agency	or	power,	and	the	possibilities	of	such	a	subject	
position	 would	 be	 limiting;	 how	 much	 can	 one	 do	 when	 being	 scared	 and	
subjugated?	 Arguably,	 this	 position	 that	 these	 constructions	 have	 placed	 the	
model	in	would	feel	quite	limiting	and	restrained,	not	to	mention	emotionally	and	
psychologically	terrifying	and	troubling.		
A little taller, a little bigger 
















































participants	 found	the	models	 to	 take	up	more	space	 in	 the	 image,	 to	be	 taller,	
bigger,	to	stretch	out	their	bodies,	hold	their	heads	high	and	claim	their	spaces,	
that	automatically	constructed	the	models	as	having	more	agency	than	those	that	
crouched,	made	 themselves	 smaller	 and	 bent	 down	 their	 heads.	Doing	 so	 only	
implied	submissiveness,	insecurity,	even	fright.		
However,	 space	claiming	was	not	always	about	what	one	did	with	one’s	
own	 body	 but	 also	 about	 how	 well	 one	 was	 able	 to	 stand	 out	 among	 the	
surroundings.	 As	 in	 the	 case	 of	 Diane	 von	 Furstenburg’s	 ad,	 the	 model,	 being	




















Regarding	 the	 constructions	 of	 agency	 and	 power	 as	 standing	 out	 and	 being	
unambiguous,	as	Leah	pointed	out,	 such	 thoughts	are	similar	 to	Occam's	razor,	
which	 states	 that	 the	 simplest	 explanation	 is	 the	most	 probable.	 Thus,	 a	 fairly	
reasonable	rule	of	thumb	to	consider	when	viewing	ads	of	women	is	that:	when	in	















that	 sexuality;	 rather	 than	 being	 confined	 in	 a	 space	 and	 forced	 to	 subjugate	
oneself,	which	only	means	one	is	a	sex	object.	These	constructions	and	findings	
are	 of	 significance	 if	 the	 advertising	 industry	wishes	 to	 fully	 and	 truly	 convey	
























Conclusion, or:  



















































also	 evaluated	 according	 to	 the	 degree	 of	 control	 they	 proclaim,	 or	 are	
perceived,	to	exert	over	their	sexual	behavior.	
	




















Gaze	 and	 Claiming	 Space,	 which	 all,	 in	 different	 ways,	 were	 constructed	 as	
significant	when	assessing	the	sexual	agency	of	the	women	in	the	advertisements	
used.	The	reason	I	have	chosen	to	illustrate	the	themes	in	a	spiral	is	because	this	




interpretation	 of	 them.	 In	 a	 poststructuralist	 spirit,	 this	 spiral	 showcases	 that	
meanings	are	perpetually	shifting	and	never	static,	that	there	always	exists	both	









agency	 due	 to	 upholding	 the	 norms	 of	 the	 Patriarchal	 Panopticon.	When	 they	
perceived	the	model	to	stretch	out	and	extend	her	body	in	some	way,	thus	claiming	
the	space	around	her,	it	led	to	a	sense	of	agency.	When	the	models	were	deemed	





this	 automatically	 seemed	 to	 construct	 her	with	 less	 agency	 and	 not	much/no	
freedom	or	choice	in	the	context.	For	instance,	as	with	CK’s	“I	am	free”	ad;	here	it	
did	not	matter	that	the	model	was	stretching	her	arm	up/out,	thus	in	some	sense	





















an	 agent	 or	 a	 victim;	we	 are	 all	 always	 both	 to	 various	 degrees	 and	 based	 on	
various	contexts.	By	the	end	of	my	analysis,	I	realised	that	these	dichotomous	pairs	
had	created	much	tension	and	frustration	for	the	participants	who	oftentimes	had	
difficulty	 expressing	 their	 thoughts	 and	 feelings	 due	 to	 the	 constraint	 that	




though	 these	 notions	 have	 been	 construed	 as	 dichotomies,	 they	 are	 not	 each	




also	 have	 “fallen	 into”	 the	 dichotomy-trap.	 Gill	 (2008)	wrote	 about	 the	 sexual	
subject	 versus	 sexual	 object,	 but	 these	 notions,	 I	 would	 argue,	 should	 not	 be	
conceived	as	opposites	seeing	as	the	so	called	“shift”	or	lines	between	them	are	
indeed	so	blurry	at	times	that	they	cannot	be	told	apart;	the	interpretations	are	





been	 just	 any	 woman	 on	 Instagram	 posting	 a	 selfie,	 the	 agency	 would	 be	
accredited	more	to	herself.	If	we	then	turn	our	attention	to	Bay-Cheng	(2015)	and	
her	Agency	 Line	 (see	matrix	 on	 p.	 59),	 	 this	 again	 is	 first	 of	 all	 built	 on	 a	 very	









changed	 their	minds	depending	on	 the	context.	For	 instance,	 in	 the	case	of	 the	
American	Apparel	ad,	which	received	some	of	the	most	ambiguous	discussions,	
there	were	some	that	were	positive	towards	that	portrayal	and	found	a	sense	of	
















	 Seeing	 as	 agency	 is	 never	 unconstrained	 according	 to	 poststructuralist	
thought,	 it	 is	 thus	 foolish	 to	 discard	 context	 as	 this	 plays	 a	 major	 role	 in	 the	
interpretation	 and	 understanding	 of	 agency.	 As	 Butler	 (1990,	 145)	 claimed:	
“There	is	only	a	taking	up	of	the	tools	where	they	lie,	where	the	very	‘taking	up’	is	
enabled	by	the	tool	lying	there.”	Within	the	sphere	of	advertising	images,	the	very	








how	 do	 feminist	 consumers	 understand	 and	 discuss	 female	 sexual	 agency	
portrayed	in	contemporary	adverts?	Do	they	experience	the	midriff	as	having	any	
agency,	 power,	 choice	 and/or	 other	 such	 notions	 that	 are	 enfolded	within	 the	
female	sexual	agency	discourse?	And	lastly,	what	are	the	discourses	that	may	be	






the	 wider	 discourses,	 the	 participants	 drew	 from	 various	 feminist	 discourses	
including	 notions	 of	 empowerment,	 postfeminism	 and	 second	 and	 third	 wave	
feminism,	 as	 well	 as	 from	 fairy	 tale	 discourses,	 and	 masculine	 discourses	 of	
violence	and	physical	strength.	It	was	also	clear	that	in	many	ways,	power	is	still	






Therefore,	 even	 in	 a	 feminist	 context	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 the	 old	 dichotomies	 that	
philosophers	thought	up	so	long	ago,	are	still	very	much	present	and	influence	the	
way	we	today	perceive	male	and	female,	power	and	powerlessness,	subject	and	











or	 agent	 versus	 victim	 dichotomies,	 how	 do	 we	 ever	 think	 that	 equality	 is	
achievable?	 What	 we	 need	 are	 new	 labels	 and	 models	 that	 re-define	 and	 re-
structure,	 without	 necessarily	 playing	 favourites	 and	 creating	 opposites	 when	
they	indeed	should	not	be	divided	but	rather	combined;	because	we,	as	humans,	
all	require	and	embody	both	femininity	and	masculinity;	one	cannot	exist	without	
the	 other.	 To	 paraphrase	 Foucault,	 without	 freedom	 there	 is	 no	 power,	 and	
without	power	there	is	no	freedom,	both	are	therefore	arguably	required	and	both	
take	part	in	constructing	one	another.		
The	 Female	 Sexual	 Agency	 Spiral,	 may	 be	 used	 in	 future	 endeavours	 to	
unearth	interpretations	and	constructions	pertaining	to	female	sexual	agency,	not	
just	 in	 advertisements,	 but	 in	 female	 portrayals	 in	 general.	 This	 model	 forms	
another	understanding	of	female	sexual	agency:	what	it	may	be,	and	how	it	may	be	
interpreted	and	understood.	Furthermore,	it	also	critiques	and	prompts	for	new	
ways	 of	 explaining	 and	 understanding	 female	 sexual	 agency	 (as	 well	 as	 other	
feminist	notions),	as	 something	 that	 is	 continually	negotiated,	 full	of	ambiguity	
and	 tensions,	 and	 most	 importantly,	 something	 that	 moves	 away	 from	
dichotomies	and	instead	is	an	organic	and	endless	search	for	new	interpretations,	
notions	and	descriptions	to	help	further	our	understanding.		














Discussion, or:  









At	 this	 point,	 I	 could	 have	 neatly	 wrapped	 it	 all	 up	 and	 finished	 this	 story.	
However,	we	are	not	done	 just	yet.	As	 the	notion	of	 female	 sexual	agency	 is	 so	
fascinating	and	ever-evolving,	and	seeing	as	this	affects	us	not	only	through	the	
advertising	 images	we	 are	 fed	with,	 but	 also	 throughout	media	 and	 culture	 in	
general,	 I	decided	 to	also	discuss	 this	 topic	 through	a	pop-cultural	 lens.	This	 is	
because	female	sexual	agency,	and	notions	surrounding	it,	may	also	be	found	in	for	




in-between	whatever	 it	 is	we	have	 in	our	busy	 schedules	each	day,	but	 rather,	
popular	culture	is,	as	should	already	be	apparent	by	the	name,	part	of	our	culture,	









does.”…”popular	 culture	 not	 only	 transmits	 ideas	 and	 furnishes	
descriptions,	but	also	actively	 teaches	practices	and	provides	 templates	
for	interpretation	of	the	world.	In	short,	the	mirroring	and	the	projection,	














































of	 what	 the	 participants	 thought	 they	 implied.	 In	 some	 cases,	 they	 implied	 a	
passiveness,	 in	others	a	 form	of	powerfulness,	some	ads	gave	them	“bad	vibes”	
like	 in	 the	example	above,	while	others	provided	a	more	 inspiring	 feeling.	The	
implications	led	the	participants	to	sometimes	make	up	colourful	(and	hilarious!)	
stories	regarding	the	ads,	imagining	what	was	about	to	happen	in	the	images,	what	











Moreover,	 as	 Foucault	 (1979)	 argued,	 power	 is	 not	 as	 visible	 in	 today’s	
modern	societies,	however,	that	does	not	mean	that	various	power	strategies	and	
structures	are	not	constantly	present.	If	we	for	instance	have	a	look	at	the	three	
strategies	 for	 upholding	 power	 that	 he	 presented,	 these	 can	 be	 related	 to	 the	
advertising	 industry	 as	 well.	 Starting	 with	 the	 first	 strategy,	 hierarchal	
observation,	Foucault	(1979)	argued,	with	prison	as	the	example,	that	spaces	and	
buildings	were	arranged	in	such	a	way	so	as	to	always	allow	for	monitoring,	thus	
eventually	 leading	 to	 the	 constantly	 observed	 prisoners	 to	 start	 monitoring	
themselves.	 The	 way	 our	 modern	 societies	 are	 built,	 the	 way	 advertising	 is	
designed,	 as	 has	 been	 brought	 forth	 in	 the	 third	 chapter	 of	 this	 story,	 is	 that	
advertisements	are	literally	everywhere,	cluttering	every	inch	of	our	lives.	Each	
ad	 thus	 functions	 as	 a	 form	 of	 “jailor”	 and	 we,	 the	 audience,	 the	 “prisoners”,	
eventually	learn	by	seeing	these	ads	each	and	every	day,	to	compare	ourselves	to	




“the	 male-in-the-head”,	 thus	 trying	 our	 best	 to	 measure	 up	 to	 the	 flawless	
depictions;	which,	as	we	already	know,	is	an	impossibility.		
The	 second	 strategy,	 normalising	 judgment,	 is	 again	 visible	 in	
advertisements	through	their	use	of	gender	stereotypical	portrayals:	the	norms	
for	women	and	men	are	repeated	in	ads,	just	like	they	are	repeated	throughout	
the	 culture,	 and	 the	 ones	 of	 us	 that	 deviate	 from	 the	 norms	 may	 receive	
punishment	 in	 the	 form	 of	 bullying,	 isolation,	 harassment,	 persecution,	 and	 in	
some	places	even	imprisonment	and	death	(for	example	there	are	countries	that	
criminalise	LGBT	people24).		
Lastly,	 the	 third	 strategy	 that	 Foucault	 (1979)	 called	 examination,	 was	






in	 the	 discussions	 regarding	 the	 CK	 “I	 take	what	 I	want”	 ad.	 This	 ad	 could	 be	
interpreted	 as	 the	 model	 taking	 a	 selfie,	 which	 is	 a	 popular	 type	 of	 post	 on	
Instagram.	However,	taking	selfies	and	posting	them	on	Instagram	also	comes	with	
a	 lot	 of	 examination:	 how	many	 likes	 one	 gets,	 how	many	positive	 or	negative	













Stina	 Wolter	 does	 on	 her	 Instagram	 account,	 as	 Silas	 pointed	 out,	 which	
completely	go	against	the	female	beauty	norm,	is	a	form	of	taking	power	and	thus	






















feels	 better.	 That	 women	 are	 judged	 by	 their	 looks,	 and	 that	 beautiful	
women	get	advantages,	is	one	of	patriarchy’s	lynchpins.	The	better	feeling	
is	 thus	not	a	result	of	more	 freedom,	but	 that	 the	person	has	appended	
oneself.	
	
Therefore,	 by	 monitoring	 and	 regulating	 themselves	 in	 accordance	 with	 the	
Patriarchal	Panopticon,	women	do	not	always	notice	the	repression	present	in	the	
ads	or	in	their	actions,	but	instead	experience	the	relief	of	not	getting	any	backlash,	
of	 being	 liked	 and	 accepted,	 of	 being	 the	 perfect	 docile	 body	 that	 they	 are	
“supposed”	to	be.	
	 However,	 being	 the	 perfect	 docile	 body	 does,	 of	 course,	 not	 entail	 also	
having	more	power	and	agency	over	oneself,	but	rather	less.	As	we	have	seen	in	
this	 story,	 the	 ads	 that	 portrayed	 models	 that	 the	 participants	 deemed	 as	
submissive,	whether	it	be	due	to	their	normative	appearance,	their	lack	of	space	









were	also	 constructed	as	not	being	 in	 control	over	 the	 situation,	not	having	 as	
much	power	or	agency,	but	simply	being	put	there	by	someone	else,	for	someone	














herself	 on	 her	 own	 Instagram	 feed.	 There	 is	 thus	 a	 very	 big	 and	 important	
difference	 between	 brands	 and	 individuals	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 female	
representation:	the	former	being	part	of	a	powerful	institution	with	the	means	and	
power	to	alter	and	influence	perceptions	at	a	societal	scale,	and	the	latter	being	a	
tiny	 part	 of	 that	 institution,	 yet	 without	 the	 same	 means	 and	 societal	 power.	
Therefore,	 we	 must	 not	 forget	 that	 what	 a	 woman	 posts	 on	 for	 instance	 her	


















































sex	 the	 other	way	 around,	 or	well	 not	 just	 as	wrong	 cause	 you	 do	 not	
violate	someone,	but	do	you	get	what	I	mean?	It	is	like	not	something	that	





of	 power	 for	 women	 to	 “get	 what	 they	 want”	 in	 popular	 culture;	 the	 female	
seductress,	 the	 femme	 fatale,	 the	midriff,	 these	are	all	more	or	 less	well-known	






























































Eric:	 Yeah,	 but	 there's	 no	way	 she	
wants	it	as	bad	as	I	do.		
Hyde:	Can	you	blame	her?	
Hyde:	 Forman,	 sex	 is	 how	 women	
control	men.	Secretly,	I	believe	they	
like	it	as	much	as	we	do.		
Eric:	 Oh.	 You	 and	 your	 crazy	
conspiracies.	




scratch	my	back	 and	 I’ll	 have	 sex	with	 you”	 sort	 of	 thing.	 Female	 pleasure	 and	











deny	ourselves	our	 sexuality	–	 that	 is	why	 the	discourse	of	 female	desire	 (Fine	























at	 the	same	time	not	really	a	part	of	 the	discourse	of	 female	desire	(Fine	1988)	
either,	 seeing	 as	 her	 own	 desires	 are	 not	 conveyed.	 This	 is	 instead,	 another	





actualisation”	 discourse	 –	 a	 discourse	 that	 is	 conveyed	 time	 and	 time	 again	 in	
advertising	with	the	use	of	midriffs.	A	discourse	that,	on	the	surface	may	want	to	
convey	a	sense	of	 female	sexual	agency,	but	at	 its	core	is	 lacking	in	focussing	on	
actual	 female	 desires.	 This	 discourse	 is	 still	 in	 many	 ways	 thus	 linked	 to	 the	
Patriarchal	Panopticon,	seeing	as	it	is	more	focussed	on	how	a	woman	may	arouse	
others	(i.e.	men),	even	though	under	her	own	terms,	instead	of	focussing	on	herself	













of	 always	 being	 “up	 for	 it”	 as	 the	 midriff	 suggests,	 is	 at	 the	 other	 end	 of	 the	


















been	 taken	away?	Arguably,	 if	 one	 is	willing,	 one	 is	not	 a	 slave,	 and	vice	versa.	








perpetuated	 throughout	 popular	 culture.	 But	 is	 she	 really	willing?	 Is	 she	 really	














so	 difficult	 to	 create	 a	 more	 balanced	 and	 equal	 representation	 of	 women	 in	






that	 it’s	 a	 male	 photographer…”	 (Bailey),	 and	 unsurprisingly	 most	 of	 the	
photographers/creators	behind	these	ads	were	in	fact	men.	But	regardless	of	their	













clothing,	 it	 is	 capitalism	 in	 feminist-attire.	 Thus,	 arguably,	 it	would	perhaps	be	













fellow	 people,	 also	 being	 in	 control	 of	 your	 own	 beings,	 having	 rights	 to	 your	













to	 change	 the	 social	 environment	 in	 which	 various	 individuals	 reside,	 could	








on,	 on	 what	 one	 can	 and	 how	 one	 is	 instead	 of	 how	 one	 looks	 is	




















Advertising,	as	the	oftentimes	visual	tool	 it	 is,	 is	of	course	about	looks.	Not	 just	
how	the	people	in	the	ads	look,	but	also	how	the	things	and	places	look.	But	then	
again:	 must	 advertising	 even	 be	 empowering,	 at	 all?	 The	 short	 answer	 is	 no.	
However,	 if	 we	 ever	 do	 want	 to	 reach	 some	 form	 of	 gender	 equality	 in	 our	




oneself	 as	 a	 woman,	 a	 docile	 little	 sex	 ragdoll.	 Female	 sexual	 agency,	 as	 was	
portrayed	 in	 the	 chosen	 ads,	 thus	 still	 position	 women	 as	 being	 primarily	




of	 power.	 And	 for	 ads	 to	 use	 and	 emphasise	 this	 form	 of	 power,	 as	 a	way	 for	
women	to	be	powerful,	is	not	just	demeaning,	it	is	downright	harmful.	These	types	
of	 portrayals	 are	 neither	 empowering,	 nor	 do	 they	 help	 feminism	 or	 gender	
equality	in	general.		
So	 then,	why	not	 try	 to	 transform	advertising	 into	a	 system	 that	 can	be	
empowering?	 Let	 us	 not	 forget	 that:	 “empowerment	 is	 not	 forged	 in	 solitude”	
(Bay-Cheng,	 2012,	 714),	 just	 as	 ads	 are	 not	 forged	 or	 seen	 and	 interpreted	 in	
solitude.	 Advertising	 is,	 in	 our	 societies,	 too	 big	 a	 tool	 to	 not	 use	 for	 good;	 to	
squander	 the	 responsibility	 and	 possibilities	 that	 exist	 with	 using	 this	 tool,	 is	
foolish.	 If	we	truly	did	not	believe	 in	 the	effect	and	power	that	advertising	has,	
billions	and	billions	of	euros,	pounds,	dollars,	SEK	and	all	other	currencies	would	
not	be	spent	on	creating	ad	after	ad	after	ad.		




majority	 of	 fashion	 ads	 all	 of	 a	 sudden	began	portraying	women	of	 all	 shades,	
shapes	 and	 sizes,	 without	 calling	 it	 femvertising,	 empowertising	 or	 patting	
themselves	 on	 the	 back	 because	 they	 are	 so	 ”woke”	 and	 all	 for	 female	
empowerment	 and	 equality.	 Radical	would	 be	 to	 stop	 capitalising	 on	women’s	






room	 from	 all	 the	 clutter.	 Radical	 would	 be	 to	 stop	 portraying	 people	 in	 ads	
altogether,	and	simply	displaying	only	the	product	itself,	thus	allowing	consumers	
to	 fill	 in	 the	 gaps	 and	 use	 their	 imagination.	 Radical	 would	 be	 to	 rethink	
advertising	altogether	and	create	something	else,	something	new,	that	does	not	
shame	 people	 for	 being	 flawed,	 that	 does	 not	 suggestively	 force	 people	 into	
specific	and	restraining	moulds,	that	does	not	make	people	believe	they	are	less	








































and	 aha-moments,	 and	 eventually	 it	 led	 to	 a	 story:	 this	 story.	 The	 story	 of	my	
dissertation.			
One	 could	 say	 that	 there	 are	 many	 stories	 within	 this	 story,	 seeing	 as	
adverts	all	tell	their	own	story.	In-between	all	the	constructions,	there	were	also	
narratives	 to	 be	 unearthed,	 and	 all	 the	 various	 interpretations	 made	 by	 the	
participants	 are	 stories	 too;	 stories	 of	 women	 who	 have	 been	 subjugated	 by	
others,	who	fear	rape	and	assault.	Stories	of	strong	independent	women	who	dare	
to	be	themselves.	Stories	of	insecure	women	who	just	want	to	be	liked,	to	be	loved.	














































because	 things	will	 not	 look	different	 in	 a	hundred	years,	not	unless	we	make	
them	 different.	 If	 we	 keep	 excluding	 women	 and	maintaining	 the	 boy’s	 clubs,	
women	will	 never	 be	 able	 to	 fully	 partake	 in	 the	 discourse.	 This	 incident	 has	











































from	 it:	 sexism,	 the	 boy’s	 clubs,	 the	 Patriarchal	 Panopticon,	 the	male	 gaze,	 the	
male-in-the-head,	 the	gender	 inequalities	 all	 around	us,	 they	are	all	 connected,	
they	 are	 all	 part	 of	 the	 same	 system;	 patriarchy.	 This	 system	 then,	 has	 been	
ingrained	in	our	institutions,	in	our	societal	fabric,	in	everything.	Consider	this:	if	
the	marketing	academy	is	maintaining	the	boy’s	club	and	teaching	young	students	
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